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Chapter One

    That prickly feeling of being watched stood the hairs up on my neck and arms before I was a block from the house and it stayed with me all the way to the gas station. 

    As I filled the bike's tank, a brunette woman in a car with Maryland plates asked for directions to Beacon Street. 

    I gestured toward Pasco County and said, "Head south on nineteen, turn left at the Little Road stoplight, and watch for Beacon Street about another mile from there." 

    The woman thanked me and I used the act of watching her leave the gas station and enter traffic on US-19 to continue to scan that general direction. Nobody seemed to be paying any particular attention to me, which only meant that I couldn't conveniently spot the watcher. 

    I pushed the bike to a parking slot in front of the station's front doors and went inside. At the magazine rack by the doors I pretended to browse, carrying on a brief 'Nice day, isn't it?' sort of conversation with the clerk in order to have a reason to look up and around intermittently. There were eight cars at the pumps or elsewhere in the lot, one of which had Ontario plates and one that had Minnesota plates. All others were Florida tags. Nobody within immediate view was paying any obvious attention to me or my bike. 

    Looking farther afield, I scanned the department store parking lot next door. A white Cadillac nosed into a parking slot near the store's garden center and a blue pickup rolled slowly down the last row of cars as if looking for an open slot. 

    The pickup turned at the end of the row and continued up the next row at the same snail's pace. Oddly enough, it passed one open slot, then another, then several. The driver's face repeatedly turned toward the gas station. Hm. I looked around the gas station's lot again. A guy in jeans and a black tee-shirt got out on the passenger side of a blue Nissan sedan parked near the far end of the store. He lounged by the pay phone there as the Nissan backed out of the slot and drove away toward the department store. I made a note of the Nissan's license number on the corner of a freebie apartment guide and continued dividing my attention between the guy by the phone and the blue pickup. 

    The pickup slowly reached the end of the row and equally slowly headed toward the gas station. The guy by the phone suddenly hung up and headed toward the gas pumps. 

    Hm, again. Definitely something going on. I studied the people and cars by the pumps to see what might be of interest to him and immediately saw two possible targets. 

    A woman had set her purse on the trunk of her BMW convertible as she pumped gas. The man on the other side of the pumps was holding his wallet in his left hand as he filled his SUV. 

    Instead of entering the station's lot, the blue pickup stopped alongside the grassy parking lot divider. I saw the reverse lights flash as the driver put the truck in park, then he leaned across the seat. The truck's dome light came on as the passenger door opened slightly. 

    Good 'nuff. When the driver again sat upright, I used my implant to send a hard stun at him and returned my attention to the guy on foot. He ambled past an RV, turned behind it, and reappeared on the other side at a full-speed run toward the BMW. 

    The woman screeched and recoiled when the guy yelled at her. He grabbed her purse, tucked it under his right arm like a football, and hauled ass for the pickup truck. 

    As soon as he'd yanked open the door and heaved himself inside, I sent a stun at him. He slowly toppled out of the truck to land hard on his right shoulder. That seemed to rouse him a bit, so I stunned him again. Inside the store, the counter clerk stared out the window in amazement. I went to the counter and rapped it once to get her attention. Tearing off the top of the freebie guide's cover, I handed it to the clerk and said, "This is the license number of the car that dropped off the runner. The cops'll want it." 

    She stared at the bit of paper for a moment, then asked, "Why are you giving it to me? Why not give it to them?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "This place just became a circus. There are lots of witnesses and you'll get paid for time you spend with the cops. I won't. See ya." 

    I topped up my coffee cup and went outside to my bike, slung the cup between the bungees strung from mirror to mirror across the handlebars, and swung a leg over the saddle. 

    The clerk's eyes were on the scene at the pickup, where a few guys and the woman who owned the purse had assembled. When I cranked up the bike, the clerk looked at me for a few moments, then her eyes returned to the truck. As I let the bike back out of the slot, a man ran up to me and asked where the hell I thought I was going. I ignored him and rode out of the gas station's lot toward the department store, then used their Cormorant Avenue exit to get to US-19 and headed north. 

    Stopped at the Berkeley Manor Boulevard light some minutes later, I realized that my feeling of being watched hadn't left me. There was no point in looking around beyond keeping an eye on the traffic. If the people following you are experienced and nothing happens to disrupt their quiet surveillance of you, chances are excellent that you'll never spot them. 

    Was I absolutely certain that I was being tailed? No. It just seemed very likely. What the hell; I decided to take the easy route first and see if anybody would screw up. 

    Instead of waiting for a green light and continuing forward, I turned right during the red light and headed east on Berkeley Manor at a leisurely pace. Still within sight of the intersection, I turned right on Pendleton Street and followed it until it curved sharply and became a dead end a block or so further. 

    Just past the curve I parked the bike on the sidewalk and got off it to walk back toward the curve. When I could see all of Pendleton Street beyond the curve, I used some cabbage palms for concealment. 

    If time and circumstances permitted, a tagger in an unfamiliar town would check a map before leaving a main road. If he had a support system, he'd likely also have one or more partners; people with whom he could swap positions now and then during surveillance. 

    My abrupt change in direction at the light had been intended to cause some consternation and make any followers hurry a bit. It was the sort of ploy that wouldn't work well with old hands, but might readily make an overzealous neophyte reveal himself. 

    Only a couple of minutes passed before a late model silver Chevy sedan slung itself through a turn onto Pendleton and hurried my direction. It slowed a bit for the curve and I saw that the driver was a blonde woman. She didn't see me, but she saw the bike and looked around almost frantically as she braked hard to stop the car just short of a row of red markers at the end of the road. I noted the car's plate. It was a rental. Flipping open a cell phone, she talked to someone as she put the car in reverse and began backing up to turn around. Stepping out from behind the cabbage palms, I pretended to be zipping up my fly before I walked toward her car. The woman spotted me as the car backed up. 

    People from other places tend to think grass only grows on solid ground, but that's not always the case in Florida. Grass here may be sprouting from a thin layer of sod plopped down over the same sort of sand you find on a beach. The lady let the car roll backward just a little too far. The car's rear wheels left the pavement and spun uselessly in loose sand as she tried to get back on the pavement. Her efforts sank the back tires nearly hubcap-deep in the sand. 

    I was nearly to her car when she snapped the phone shut, reached for something on the seat beside her, and opened the car door to get out. 

    "Hi, there," I said, pointing at her rear wheels, "Want some help with that?" 

    She was about five-nine and wore a medium blue jacket-and-slacks outfit. I could almost hear the gears whizzing and turning in her head as she eyed me and decided how she'd try to play it. 

    "Uh... where did you come from?" 

    Thumbing back at the cabbage palms, I grinned and answered, "I had to step behind some bushes for a minute." 

    Her gaze narrowed, but she continued playing the innocent. 

    "Why'd you park your bike way over here?" I shrugged. "A sidewalk. There's nothing solid enough for a kickstand over there." Switching my gaze to her car, I said, "Looks like you're well and truly stuck, ma'am. Get in and I'll push you back onto the street." Her gaze narrowed even further and she eyed me from head to toe. "You're going to push this car out of the sand? All by yourself?" Shrugging, I replied, "You can help push and get all hot and sweaty if you want. Or you can steer and keep it from getting stuck again on the other side of the road. Your choice." 

    Looking very dubiously at first the sunken rear wheel, then at me, she asked, "You really think you can move this car?" Shrugging again, I replied, "Well, hell, it's worth a try, isn't it?" Heading for the back of the car, I said, "Hop in and get ready, just in case." As I put my hands on the back of her car, she shook her head slightly, skeptically muttered, "Yeah. Sure. Why not?" and opened the car door to get in. 

    When she started the car and put it in drive, I got a grip on the bumper and used my implant to create a narrow field pad under the rear axle as she spun the wheels. 

    Feeding power to the pad lifted the axle --and thereby the entire rear of the car --until the tires hung about a foot above the edge of the pavement. Feeling her rear end elevate made the blonde turn to look back at me in complete startlement as the engine revved even higher. I grinned at her and shoved the car forward as I let the field pad dissipate. Boom! The car's rear wheels landed on the pavement, instantly and screamingly got a grip that sent the car lurching forward, and the blonde had to stand on the brakes to avoid dropping her front wheels in the sand on the other side of the street. 

    Dusting my hands on my jeans, I grinned and waved to her as I headed for my bike, where I took a sip of my coffee as she got out of the car and stood staring at the back of it. 

    After a moment, she seemed to gather herself a bit, reached into the car for her purse, and marched over to me. 

    "Thanks," she said, holding out a twenty, "Can I give you something for helping me out of there?" 

    Well, at least she was staying in character. I looked her over. Late twenties or early thirties. Kinda cute, but she had a somewhat formal manner. No wedding ring. 

    "Sure, ma'am. How about dinner tonight?" 

    She stammered, "Uh... well, I... I think my boyfriend might not like that idea very much." 

    Reaching for the twenty, I took it and put it in my shirt pocket as I said, "Then I guess this'll have to do. Want a receipt? You won't get your money back without one." 

    Her gaze narrowed again and she stepped back a pace. 

    "A what? What the hell are you talking about?" Shaking my head slightly, I mounted my bike, started it, and replied, "Uh, huh. Never mind, ma'am." 

    Kicking the stand up, I put the bike in gear and rode back toward Berkeley Manor. In my rear view mirror I saw the blonde snap her phone open and poke it, then put it to her ear. I wondered if she'd bother to mention that she'd been made. 

    As I turned onto Berkeley Manor, my implant pinged. I answered the chime with, "At your service, milady." Sue said, "You've had an interesting afternoon, Ed." 

    "I'm happy to have entertained you, ma'am. Got any idea who's following me and why?" 

    "Of course. The lady behind you is Andrea Rickman of the NIA. The man she just called is Tony Pierce, also of the NIA. They have instructions to keep you under surveillance until further notice. No reasons given." 

    "Well, damn. I'd really prefer that there were reasons of some sort for people following me, y'know." 

    She chuckled, "That's quite understandable." Looking around, I saw a dark blue Chevy like Andrea's sitting at the edge of the Citgo parking lot. 

    "Would ol' Tony be in that blue Chevy ahead?" 

    "Yes, he is." 

    "Kewl. Thanks, Sue." 

    Instead of passing the entrance to the Citgo station, I swung in and stopped beside the driver's door of the Chevy. The man in the car stared out at me, his cell phone forgotten. I made a motion for him to roll his window down. After a moment, he rolled it down a couple of inches. 

    "Hi, Tony," I said, "If that's Andrea on the horn, tell her it isn't too late to get that receipt. Twenty bucks is twenty bucks, after all. And if either of you want to tell me why you're following me around, drop by the house later. Bye." 

    Letting the clutch out, I headed past the pumps to the lot exit on US-19

and rode north. I half-expected to see one of the Chevys behind me before I got home, but I arrived in my driveway without company. Oh, well. 
Chapter Two

    My cat, Tiger, was nowhere to be seen when I went into the house. I sent a querying ping from my implant and he answered that he was at the local pond with Elkor. 

    "Okay," I said, "Have a good time, guys." Opening a field screen, I placed a call to Linda, who answered after three chimes without activating a similar screen and said, "I'll call you back. I have... company." 

    Not "I'm in a meeting," or "I'm busy at the moment." She'd used a slight pause to preface the emphasized word 'company' and she hadn't made a greeting or referred to me by name. I turned off my screen without comment. Hm. Since Linda probably wasn't messing around with her sailor friend in her office, the word 'company' made it seem likely she had intelligence agency-type visitors. 

    Whatever. I made a fresh coffee and checked email, visited some of the newsgroups, and generally putzed around on the net for an hour or so before Linda's two-toned chimes sounded through my implant. 

    "Yes, milady," I answered, manifesting a field screen, "Here. Present. Yo. I trust you set some NIA types to chasing their tails? Or even better, chasing someone else's tails?" 

    In a rather dry tone, Linda said, "As it happens, I was discussing a matter involving interagency cooperation with members of the NIA when you called. You will now tell me exactly how you knew that, please." 

    "Nothing nefarious, Fearless Leader. Two of their people tailed me this afternoon. Andrea Rickman and Tony Pierce. I figured someone put them on me because there was concern about how you'd respond to something. Nobody got hurt, 'cept maybe their egos got dented." 

    Linda snickered, "That's nice, of course. You guessed right, Ed. Something's up. How would you feel about catching a bus to Dallas on Monday morning?" 

    "I'm far less than thrilled, milady. That would have to be about a twenty-hour ride." 

    "Twenty-four, actually. Your subject is a woman named Denise Leiter. She'll be leaving from Sarasota. You'll board in Spring Hill to quietly and circumspectly guard her during the trip and you'll hand her off to one of Phillip's people in Dallas. I've already taken the liberty of saving you the trouble of purchasing your bus ticket." 

    "Oh, lordy, you're just too damned kind to me, ma'am." 

    "Think nothing of it, sir. I've sent the email receipt to your datapad. Just print it and take it to the bus station. They'll verify by phone and write you a ticket." 

    "Yas'm. Think you could possibly tell me why I'm going to hound some poor woman all the way to Dallas?" 

    Laughing softly, Linda said, "Think 'shepherd,' not 'hound'. Miss Leiter worked for a Sarasota import firm until last Wednesday, when she confirmed her suspicions that the company was a front for an Arab intelligence agency. She complained of feeling sick before lunch, left work, and called the FBI. They picked her up and interviewed her, then turned her over to the National Intelligence Agency, who interviewed her at their offices and took her home afterward." 

    They did what? 

    I asked, "Uhm... 'Scuse me, lady, but you just said they took her home." 

    "That I did. Because that's what they did." 

    "Uh-huh. Well, they must have had their reasons, right?" Linda looked at something on the left side of her screen, took a breath, and continued, "Following NIA instructions, Miss Leiter called in sick on Thursday and Friday, as well. Once certain info was independently confirmed, a search warrant was issued on Thursday evening and executed Friday morning that ended with several arrests, but two key men were unaccounted for. Both have since been identified as graduates of Libyan and Syrian terrorist training camps." 

    "Ow. Not good." 

    "Indeed. I've learned that when Leiter took her laundry to the washroom in the building's garage on Thursday afternoon, she saw two men rather roughly searching her car. She closed the washroom door and called the cops, but instead of sending officers, they forwarded her call to the NIA, per instructions. The NIA dispatched agents to her apartment building, but the NIA says there was some kind of mistake about her building's address and they didn't get there before the two guys who searched her car had finished searching her apartment and left the building." 

    "The NIA made an address mistake? After having driven her home? Now, why does that smell funny, milady?" 

    "Oh, but there's more of the same, sir. After sneaking back to her apartment to get a few things, Denise slipped out the garage entrance and down the block to a coffee shop, where she called a friend who picked her up. She's been hiding at a friend of the friend's house all weekend." 

    "Uh, huh. And somehow the NIA knows that, even though they couldn't find her apartment building. Interesting. She knew enough to spark a search warrant, but not enough to make them put her into mandatory protective custody? Let me hazard a wild guess, here; they're using her as bait." Linda sighed, "Officially, she's listed as having panicked and evaded her intended protective custody. Ed, I received firm instructions --backed by three federal agencies --to stay the hell out of this matter and let her run." 

    "Three? Wow! You must be a real somebody, Fearless Leader! But since this isn't a matter involving 3rd World's interests, why would the NIA think you'd want into it?" 

    Her answer came after a short pause. 

    "Denise Leiter is my niece, Ed. My sister Reba's daughter. She's going to Texas to stay with my brother James." 

    Well, hell. No pressure, Ed. Just a close friend's family member, apparently in grave danger. On a damned bus, of all things. For twenty-four effing hours, no less. Wonderful. 

    I asked, "Linda, why don't I just quietly help her disappear and stash her somewhere for a while? Let the NIA use one of their own people as a decoy to draw the baddies out." 

    She sighed again and said, "A decoy wouldn't work. The bad guys we're worried about know Denise on sight from her office. Ed, I offered to... share our resources... to help find those two. I argued with Washington for four solid hours today and got nowhere. What does that tell you?" 

    "It tells me that something more than politics, money, or oil is involved. The feds deemed your niece to be more valuable as live bait than as an info source or a witness and top politicians are going along with them. That's a pretty extreme move for a pack of media-sensitive hyenas who exist primarily to cover their asses, bullshit the public and the press, and climb the ol' 

power ladder." 

    I paused and added, "Now add the fact that you're going along with their program, despite the fact that it could cost you a niece. That has to mean that the two missing men are vitally important, that they're likely very worried about what Denise may know, and that whatever was found when they executed that search warrant must have been amazingly nasty. Care to comment or maybe even enlighten me a bit more?" 

    I heard her sip from a cup and take a deep breath before she replied, 

"They found thirteen panel vans in an underground garage, Ed. The vans were packed with radioactive waste materials and high explosives. The bodies of thirty-one men were found in a refrigeration truck in the same garage. Our probes are searching all major cities for more of the same." 

    "Damn. Bet they were all homeless guys who thought they'd found a little work. Dirty bombs and suicide drivers. Cleanup from all that would take centuries, Linda, and cleanup would only work if the stuff didn't get into the food chain and water supply." 

    Linda sighed, "You seem to grasp the situation perfectly." 

    "Remember when you asked me how I felt about religion and I told you religions were little more than socially acceptable outlets for public insanity?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Well, I haven't changed my mind about that, ma'am. Post what you've got to my datapad and I'll pack a duffle." 

    "Stand by one... okay, I just sent everything I have." 

    "Anything to add? Personal comments?" 

    "Yes. Jack Miller of our Dallas office will meet the bus. He unofficially volunteered to be involved, Ed, even though there may be some repercussions later." 

    "He did? Well, then, I guess I'll just have to officially volunteer. For the record and all that. Can't let you two hang alone, ma'am." She seemed to choke softly as she chuckled, "Gee, thanks for the thought," then she sobbed just as softly and said, "Ed, I truly hate to say this, but... Denise's safety is... ahh... secondary... to capturing anyone who may try to kidnap or... or terminate her. There may be more of those trucks." Nodding, I replied, "Kinda figured that. Why don't I say 'over and out' 

now and go memorize some faces?" 

    She responded with a nod and, "Okay," and caught her lower lip between her teeth for a moment before she said, "Ed... Thanks. That's all I can think to say." 

    "Linda, you've saved my ass a few times in one way or another. Now I get to return the favor. Bye." 

    Nodding, she said, "Bye," and her link closed. I was reviewing her data a second time when the phone rang. My machine said, 'If you're someone I'd call back, leave a message' and beeped. 

    "Hi, Ed," said Alissa's voice, "Call me back when you..." Picking up the phone, I said, "I'm here, Alissa. Long time, ma'am. What's up?" 

    After a moment of hesitation, she said, "Dan's gone. Our divorce was final on Wednesday. I've called Steve and..." 

    "Steve?" I interrupted. 

    "My boss at my old job. He said there'd be no problem. I can be back at work the day I arrive if I want." 

    Uh, huh. She either needed a place to crash or she wanted to buy her bike back. Or both. 

    "Got money?" I asked, "Got a place to stay when you get here? Got wheels?" 

    "Uh... Some, yes, and no, in that order. Dan got drunk and wrecked the car in March and I'll be on a shoestring budget for a while. Ed, do you still have my bike? Were you serious about renting me a room?" Laughing shortly, I replied, "Yup. I was serious about all that stuff, ma'am." 

    "I... uh... I may not have enough money to... um... well, I may not be able to handle both the bike and rent." 

    "So buy the bike and do some housework to pay your rent. You've seen the place; it needs it. Or call it a loan and pay me later. Whatever works. Hey, I'm leaving for Texas soon and I may be out of town for a week or so. When are you coming back down here?" 

    In an almost questioning tone, she said, "May first. I think. If that's all right with you." 

    "Sure, it's all right with me. I'll be leaving nineteen April and I expect to be gone for a few days to a week, but I should be back in time to come pick you up. Hey, you weren't going to pay air fare to get down here, were you?" 

    "Uh, well... yes. Dan wrecked the car, remember?" 

    "But I have a flitter, remember? Save your money. When I get back from this trip I can come get you." 

    "Are you sure, Ed? It's a long way to Michigan." 

    "It's about half an hour by flitter, Alissa. Don't sweat it." I could almost feel her blink and stare. "Half an hour?!" 

    "Yup. No problem. And it'll carry two tons, so bring whatever will fit the deck." 

    Clearly enunciating each word, she yelped, "Two tons?!" After Alissa got over her shock, the conversation turned to who'd done what to whom for a time. We essentially decided that Dan was largely at fault for everything bad that had happened since the day of his birth, then our talk returned to moving considerations. By the time we hung up, Alissa sounded a lot more cheerful. 

    Cranking up a field screen for the internet, I checked to see how bids were coming along on a large bike windshield. No thrill; the bids had already exceeded what I thought the thing was worth. I killed the auction's bookmark and opened the VN750 Yahoo group. 

    Some guy named Carvey Parker had posted his 2003 Kawasaki Vulcan 750 for sale because he wanted to buy a Kawasaki Concours. And he was in Texas? And not only in Texas, but in the DFW area, where I just happened to be going? And Alissa had just called about coming back to Florida and reclaiming her bike? 

Was the universe trying to tell me something? 

    Parker's signature line in the message said, 'Pictures on my webpage at: 

http://www.carveyparker.com/vn750.htm '. I clicked the link and my browser

kicked up the 'embedded music' icon in the 'blocked items' bar. I read the bike's accessories list and stopped cold when I saw the line that said, 'ammo can saddlebags'. Ammo cans? Hm. Cute idea, but while generally weatherproof, the .223 and 7.62 ammo boxes usually available at surplus stores wouldn't really hold much for a road trip on a bike. Clicking up a picture of the bike, I was startled to see the two godzilla green boxes he'd hung on it. They damned sure hadn't held .223 or 7.62 ammo. Maybe .50 caliber rounds? 

    Magnifying the picture a few times, I could barely make out '30mm' on one can's side. Well, holy shit, Batman! That's the ammo they use in A-10

tankbuster planes! Seventy-two of those big-assed rounds per box weighed about ninety pounds if I recalled correctly. 

    Yeah, those cans would do. I studied the pix and the offer for flaws, then emailed Parker. We emailed back and forth a few times --I think he might have been wondering if I was serious or just crazy --and settled on a price. When I got offline, I tossed my checkbook into my backpack with my instant coffee stash and toiletries kit. 

    Tiger came in while I was packing the duffle bag and I told him Linda was sending me to Texas. After he heard that I'd be many boring hours on a bus -which he equated to a large car, I think --he asked if he could stay home. 

    "Sure, Tiger. Hey, Alissa called today. She may be back here in a couple of weeks." 

    Short times such as days and hours weren't too much trouble for Tiger, but he seemed to have trouble envisioning more than a few days at a time. It's a cat thing, I guess, or maybe something common to most four-footed animals. They just don't grok some human concepts very easily. 

    He was enthusiastic about Alissa's return, but he sort of shrugged off the matter of the time factor and simply said he'd be very happy to see her. 
Chapter Three

    I decided to keep my wardrobe simple for the trip; my usual green fatigue shirts, tee-shirts, jeans, and a pair of well-worn and comfortable 'LA Gear' 

soft shoes would do for a bus ride. 

    For the bike ride back I added my ancient green-fabric-sided jungle boots after I gave them a coat of polish to bring the black leather back to suppleness. 

    To keep the polish on the boots instead of on everything else in the duffle bag, I placed each boot in a plastic grocery bag and tied the bag's handles shut. 

    When I next checked email there was a missive from one of my cousins who'd moved to Dallas in the mid-nineties to work for an aircraft firm. He'd sent a change of address to everyone on his email address list saying that he was moving back to Daphne, Alabama. 

    Huh. Well, damn. More of the universe trying to tell me something? I emailed him to let him know I'd be in the area soon and tentatively offered my assistance based on my available time there. 

    He enthusiastically emailed back that he'd already scheduled movers and a truck and that if I could just drive the truck to Daphne, he could drive his car and save an air trip back to get it. I told him to be sure the truck would contain his stuff plus an eight-foot-long motorcycle. 

    Sunday evening I checked in with Linda for possible plan changes, but there weren't any. Carvey Parker had emailed that the bike had fresh oil and a spline lube, a newer back tire, and was as ready as he could make it for a trip to Florida. 

    My cousin had emailed that he was a day behind in packing, but that didn't matter. Once I'd transferred Denise to Jack Miller's surveillance and bought the bike, I'd have a day or so to buzz around Dallas on it. Monday morning I threw some canned soup and apples in my backpack, made a strong coffee in my travel mug, and met the bus at the gas station that served as Spring Hill's bus station. 

    I spotted Denise looking out of one of the middle window seats while the driver tossed my duffle in the cargo section. Denise didn't appear to be particularly happy. 

    Stepping over to a newspaper box while the passengers loaded, I said quietly, "Flitter, check the driver and passengers of this bus for weapons, please." 

    As I bought a paper, the flitter reported half a dozen knives of one sort or another and three handguns. 

    "Thanks. I'm not too concerned about those with knives, but if any of the people with guns draw their guns for any reason other than self-defense while they're on this bus, you're to stun them instantly and notify me. In this case, 'instantly' means the moment the gun is assertively aimed at someone." To my surprise, the flitter rather uncharacteristically anticipated my next question by asking, "Do you wish to know which passengers are legally authorized to possess weapons during transit on a public conveyance?" 

    "Yes, thanks. Their seat numbers, too, please." 

    "According to ID on their persons, Detective John Martin of the Tallahassee Police Department is in seat 14A. In seat 16B is Juanita Torres of the NIA." 

    "It might not necessarily mean anything in a case like this, but have you verified that their ID's are real?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Good. Were you going to also tell me about the person who isn't authorized to carry a gun?" 

    "Yes. Mark Hamlin in seat 20B is not affiliated with an agency that could provide him with authorization to carry a firearm." 

    "Uh, huh. Is he wanted for any crimes?" 

    "No." 

    "Does he have a felony arrest record?" 

    "No." 

    "Good 'nuff, then. Flitter, any of the current passengers and anyone who boards before we reach Texas could have nefarious reasons for being on this bus, armed or not. Those not currently armed could become so during a stop. Let me know if they do, please." 

    Boarding the bus, I found a pair of empty seats one row behind Denise on the other side of the aisle that suited my purposes perfectly. Dumping my paper and backpack in the window seat, I hung my coffee mug on a pack loop and headed for the restroom at the rear of the bus in order to get a look at the people the flitter had designated. 

    Martin looked nothing like a cop. He had a day or two of beard on his face and wore jeans, engineer boots, and a gray windbreaker over a blue work shirt. He glanced up as I moved toward him and I saw that he appeared to have a hangover. 

    Torres was an average-sized slender woman dressed in sandals, white shorts, and a floral blouse that looked a couple of sizes too large for her until she straightened and looked up as I passed. Her rather hefty breasts instantly inflated the top of the blouse; apparently she really needed all that fabric. 

    As she gave me a sharp look for having unavoidably noticed the twin mountains on her chest, I thought, 'Convenient. That blouse'll hang like a tent around her waist. Prob'ly hide an Uzi under there if she wanted to.' 

    In seat 20B, Hamlin wore jeans, sneakers, and a tee-shirt. He'd raised the center armrest, leaned across both seats, and used his small backpack as a pillow against the window, but he wasn't asleep. His eyes opened and he regarded me without expression as I reached the restroom and opened the door. Not to waste the occasion, I toed the stainless steel seat up and took a leak. Grabbing a few towelette packets from the wall rack, I returned to my seat with another look at each of the armed passengers. Hamlin's eyes didn't open this time. Torres didn't look up at me, instead studying a folded page of newspaper. Her top two blouse buttons were undone and I got a glimpse of exactly what I'd expected; a flesh-toned bit of padding peeked from beneath the upper edges of her white bra. 

    Hm. Well, it made sense. Big boobs draw eyes away from the face and were generally distracting to both men and women. Were they all padding, or was she using them as pocket space, as well as a distraction? Many women I'd known had kept folding money and tissues in their bras among other things. Heh. Maybe Torres stashed her extra ammo there. 

    Martin sat staring out the window and fidgeting. Too much coffee after an all-nighter? He abruptly got up, headed for the front of the bus, and stepped down to the pavement. I saw him talk to the bus driver, who pointed at the baggage cart being wheeled toward the bus and said something. Nodding and seeming relieved, Martin stepped away to the paper boxes and lit a cigarette. After his first puff, he seemed to relax a bit and lounged on the paper boxes as he eyed his surroundings. 

    It was time to study Denise. Late twenties, well-structured, brunette. Shoulder-length hair combed or brushed straight. In her picture, it'd had a bit more style. No discernible makeup. Was she trying to look like a plain Jane? 

    If so, she'd failed. Aside from being generally attractive, she wore new-looking clothes; designer jeans, sneakers that looked fairly expensive, and a fabric-lined black leather jacket. Her purse looked as expensive as her sneaks and her backpack had a designer's name embossed into a reflective strip. 

    They were affluent air traveler clothes, not bus traveler clothes. She'd be alluring bait for garden variety thieves as well as escaped Arab bad guys. Hm. If I were a bad guy, when would I try something? Hard question. The Arabs might want to try to yank her off the bus. Failing that, they'd want her dead, and there'd be about a thousand opportunities to try to kill her on a long bus trip. No kidnapping or ransom demands necessary, really. After placing my backpack so I could lean across the seats, I opened the newspaper I'd bought, called up a transparent soundproof field around my two seats, keyed my implant, and asked, "Sue, can you spare a few minutes?" Through my implant, she answered, "Oh, I suppose so." 

    "Thank you, milady. I think Denise Leiter may need a PFM. Would you sample her DNA and make one for her? I'll get her alone later and brief her on using it." 

    Sue snickered, "You'll get her alone on a bus?" 

    "It sounds harder than it is. Someday I'll tell you about a bus trip to Fort Bragg back in 1967. The lady thought I looked cute in my uniform." In a wry tone, she said, "Oh, goodie! I'll look forward to it." I chuckled, "Yeah, you do that, O smartassed computer goddess. How about that PFM, ma'am?" 

    "It'll arrive in three minutes." 

    "Thank you." 

    Sue laughed, "But what if she should refuse a strange gift from a strange man? A lot of reasonably intelligent women might do just that, you know." 

    "No problem. Just set the PFM to stick to her on contact and make the keyword for removal something esoteric." 

    "Such as?" 

    "Well, the word 'esoteric' might do, I guess. Not that many people use it these days." I sighed, "But no, just use the usual PFM commands to attach and detach. If she bolts after I tag her, we'll probably be able to track her down sometime before she keels over from dehydration." 

    Laughing again, Sue agreed, "Okay." 

    "Sue, how would you feel about impersonating Miz Denise until we reach Dallas?" 

    "As you replied to Linda regarding a long bus ride, 'less than thrilled'. What would impersonating her accomplish?" 

    "It might save her life. The NIA's trying to give the impression they don't think she knows enough to make her worth protective custody. They're hoping the Arabs do think so. There has to be a reason they'd think the Arabs would fall for it, and I'd bet that reason was planted in her apartment for the Arabs to find. Could be it was something they picked up during the office search." 

    Less than a second passed before Sue said, "A notebook was logged as evidence, but it seems to be missing from the NIA's evidence room." 

    "Figures. They'd have made copies and left it in Denise's apartment when they took her home. Even if there were nothing particularly important in it, the Arabs would have had a hissy fit trying to figure out what else she'd swiped. I wonder if the NIA thought to backdate a few payments to her?" 

    "Payments, Ed?" 

    "Yeah. The NIA would have had her bank accept chunks of money and log them into her account on certain dates. They'd be little hints that she'd been working for them all along; not as an employee, but as a paid snitch. That's the kind of thing the Arabs would buy pretty much instantly." Sue paused very briefly again, then said, "Nine deposits appear in her account record that do not appear in the bank's backup copies. Each deposit is

$3000 with the exception of the last one, dated yesterday. It's for $5000." 

    "Woo. They decided to give her a bonus after the search, huh? That'll look great. The other payments are on random dates, right? No particular pattern to the deposits?" 

    Something landed in my lap as Sue said, "Apparently not." I picked up the PFM and studied it as I said, "That's so the Arabs will figure she only got paid when she delivered useful info. To them, it establishes her as an informant and a potential witness who might testify against them. There'll be more hissy fits while they try to remember exactly what she might have seen or heard just before those dates. Has the NIA issued a 'person of interest' or a 'wanted for questioning' pickup order for her yet?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Putting the PFM in my shirt pocket, I said, "They will, but expect details like hair color, height, weight, age, and eyes will be partly or altogether wrong and her name may be misspelled. That'll make it harder for police agencies to stumble across her and give the NIA a way to publicly call the whole thing a mistake later. It'll also give the Arabs that much more time to zero in on her. Could be the NIA will even find a way to drop a hint or two, like having a bus company rep call or email and leave a message about a ticket mistake and a small rebate." 

    In a flat, quiet tone, Sue said, "An email dated yesterday says she's due a $4.31 refund on her ticket price, supposedly due to a clerical error. You're pretty good at this, Ed." 

    "Thank you, ma'am. Is the message marked 'read' or 'unread'? Not that it matters much, since the user can change those message flags." 

    "It's marked 'read'." 

    "Does it seem likely to you that Denise would have used her own phone or email since she tried to disappear?" 

    "No, but she might have." 

    "In circumstances like these, always assume the worst. You may be wrong, but you'll never be disappointed. Say Denise has checked her email at the office now and then. The Arabs likely monitored their office machines. Let's presume they retrieved her login info and check her email fairly regularly and further presume that the NIA is presuming the same thing." There were heavy thumps from the front of the bus as the driver climbed the steps. He sat down and put the bus in gear as Martin boarded and headed for his seat. 

    "Sue," I said, "They may try for her while she's on this bus or they may wait for a more private opportunity. Could be they're either behind us in a car or already waiting for us in Dallas. Could be someone on this bus is an assassin or simply an observer with a cell phone. Lots of variables, ma'am. I'm going to put the idea of substituting you for her on a shelf for now. Maybe we'll do something about it if she needs protection during one of the stops." 
Chapter Four

    Sue and I chatted a bit more, but after a few stops in various towns the bus began to fill up. I eventually had to drop the privacy field, shelve my backpack, and make do with only one seat. 

    Taking my old Dell Axim handheld computer out of my shirt pocket, I scanned Denise Leiter's info again. As I did so she turned and peered at my computer for a moment, then reached into her purse to show me the top half of a similar device and gave me a small smile. 

    I returned her smile and added a little nod, then returned to studying her file rather than try to capitalize on the computers as any sort of usable instant connection. 

    The bus rumbled on for a few hours and stopped in Tallahassee, where the driver said we had forty-six minutes for lunch while the bus underwent scheduled maintenance and cleaning. I milled around generally near Denise until a PA announcement told us to get ready to reboard our bus. Train stations, airports, bus stations... all of them had always given me an overwhelming urge to avoid touching things with my bare hands. Well, no, they hadn't, really. The herds of people in them had inspired that urge. Looking around at the people lined up at the station's numbered doors, I noticed that Denise was also having a little trouble with being in the midst of a herd. 

    We stood sixth and seventh in line from door 'B'. She leaned to rather self-consciously and surreptitiously rub the back of her left hand against the knee of her jeans. 

    Just to her left I saw the reason; a pre-teen kid with a head full of mousse or some kind of pomade who seemed oblivious to banging around among the other people. 

    Leaning toward Denise, I said, "The little monster with the axle grease on his head got you, didn't he?" 

    Denise eyed me briefly, glanced at the kid, and nodded. I tore open and handed her one of the moistened towelettes I'd taken from the bus restroom. 

    "Have a wipe," I said, "Crowds give me a case of the shudders sometimes, too. Kids in particular. Being around the little snot factories for more than five minutes makes me want to go through a decontamination." She re-slung her pack on her shoulder, took the towelette, and used it on her hands as she snickered, "You sound like Mr. Monk. You know, that TV

detective?" 

    "That's a good show," I replied, "Yeah, I guess handing you a wipe right about then kind of put me in his character for a moment." With another snicker, she said, "What you said about kids did, too. 'Snot factories?'" 

    Grinning, I said, "Mr. Monk would have used a more polite term, but that's how I see 'em, ma'am." 

    Eyeing me shortly, she looked down as if to see how her hand cleaning was progressing as she asked, "Does that mean you don't have any?" 

    "Not one. Never wanted any, either. Cats are better." Brightening slightly, she asked, "You like cats too?" I nodded. "Sure do. He knows he's adopted, though." Grinning at me, Denise said, "You're funny. Where are you going?" 

    "Texas. Wanna see the bike I'm gonna buy there?" 

    "Bike? As in 'motorcycle'?" 

    Fishing my Axim out, I nodded again. "Yup. It's a maroon and silver 2003

Vulcan 750." 

    "Who makes that? Honda?" 

    Not looking up from the Axim, I answered, "Kawasaki." As the first of the pictures Parker had sent me appeared, Denise asked, "A Kawasaki? Why not a Harley?" 

    Giving her an arch look, I replied, "I just want a bike, not a whole new friggin' lifestyle, ma'am. Too many Harleys are either garage jewelry or trailer queens that only actually touch the ground during bike week events or between bars." 

    Tapping the picture and ignoring the fisheyed look on her face, I said, 

"This bike'll do fine for me. Check out the luggage on the back. They're Army ammo cans. Waterproof and tough enough to survive if they hit the ground." Staring up at me, she asked, "You expect to fall down?" 

    "Hey, it's a cliche, but it's true... There are only two kinds of bikers; those who have and those who will. Might be nothing more than a parking lot tip-over on hot asphalt or it might be a slide on gravel, but sooner or later everybody drops it." 

    Still staring at me, she asked, "Then why the hell would you want to ride one of those things?" 

    I stood straight and gave her one of those 'you probably won't understand' 

looks as I said, "They're fun when they're upright and moving properly, ma'am." 

    "But... aren't you afraid of getting hurt? Or killed?" 

    "Not really. The men in my family don't usually make it very far past sixty and I'm already fifty-six, so I intend to do pretty much whatever the hell entertains me. Ever try hang gliding?" 

    "Hang gliding?! No, never. Are you saying you have?" Fishing out my Gliding Association membership card, I handed it to her. She studied it for a time, then shook her head and gave it back to me. Holding it up between us, I said, "If you show one of these and cough up fifteen bucks you can rent a hang glider. Another fifteen bucks will get you towed up to 2500 feet and released over the middle of Florida. Catch some thermals and you can stay up there all afternoon." Denise looked directly at me and stated, "You're nuts." Sighing, I said, "No, I'm just having a damned good time while I still can. Most of my toys will probably outlive me." 

    Shaking her head again, she reiterated, "You're nuts." I looked around at the closest people who'd likely overheard our conversation and asked, "What about it? Is it nuts to go flying or ride a motorcycle?" 

    A huge black woman gave me a fisheye look and nodded vigorously as she snapped, "Hell, yeah, it's nuts! You shudden even haveta axe a queshun like that!" 

    I nodded at the skinny black guy behind her and asked, "What do you think? 

Am I nuts?" 

    His gaze narrowed and he muttered, "I don' give a shit," then he turned away from us. 

    Looking at Denise, I said, "Guess we'll call that an undecided vote. Doesn't matter. It's my life, so my vote's the only one that counts." From behind me a woman's voice said, "I'd love to try hang gliding sometime," and I turned to see a short, slightly chubby blonde in shorts and a tee-shirt eyeing my membership card. 

    "Check your phone book," I said, "Or the net. There's bound to be an air park near you or near enough for a day trip. Have them take you up in a tandem rig." 

    "A tandem rig?" 

    "A two-person glider." 

    "Is it really safe?" 

    "Well, I obviously think it's safe enough, but study up on it. Only you can decide if it's something you really want to do." She looked up at me and said, "I live in Tampa. Where's a place close to there?" 

    "Take I-4 toward Orlando as far as US-27 and look for the Wallaby Ranch. Look it up on the net before you go and print out a map. Wallaby-dot-com." The blonde eyed me for a moment, then said, "I don't have a computer. Maybe I could ride out there with you sometime?" 

    I matched her gaze and replied, "My ladyfriend might not like that, and I'd really prefer to keep her happy." 

    "Uh, huh." Looking dubious, the blonde nibbled her lower lip around a nodding, mischievous smile and seemed to back away without really moving much. Denise asked, "Does your girlfriend fly too?" Thinking of Toni and her trepidation about flying, I answered, "Well, she has flown, but she's not into it like I am. She'd mostly prefer just to watch with a cold beer, I think." 

    Nodding firmly, Denise stated, "Smart woman." I decided it was time to give her a chance to initiate further conversation if she had any interest in doing so. It seemed likely to me that

--after several hours alone on a bus --she'd be about ready to find or accept some company. 

    Tapping my Axim off, I put it away, took out one of my smaller apples, reshouldered my backpack, and spent a few moments looking around the lobby as I munched. 

    Denise fidgeted in place and glanced my way a few times, but seemed reluctant to initiate anything. I pretended to see something of interest on the newsrack and took a step in that direction. Denise instantly raised a hand to stop me. 

    "Where are you going? They may call us next." Glancing at the doors, I said, "Just holler if they do. My name's Ed," and headed for the newsrack, where I quickly grabbed a Discover magazine and a Scientific American and gave the clerk a twenty. With my change and my magazines, I headed back to the line by the door. 

    The black woman fisheyed at my magazines as I put my change away. "Man, you read some heavy shit, don't you?" 

    Holding up the Scientific American, I shook my head and grinned. "Nah. I just look at the pictures." 

    She laughed and said, "Lemme see that," taking the magazine and quickly flipping through it. Handing it back, she said, "Yeah, right. Sure you do." I ignored Denise's study of me as I stuffed the magazines into my backpack. When things were situated and I'd zipped the pack closed, I looked up and Denise quickly looked away, then let her gaze travel around the room and back to me as I shouldered my pack. 

    Meeting her gaze, I asked, "Yes'm?" 

    Shaking her head tersely, she replied, "Nothing," then asked, "What do you do, Ed? For a living, I mean?" 

    "I write books, but you've probably never heard of them." 

    "Why not?" 

    "They're ebooks. Electronic versions only. I don't bother having them printed." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Why not?" she repeated. Shrugging, I said, "Too expensive. Who's gonna pay twenty bucks or more for a science fiction paperback? I wouldn't, so I don't expect anyone else to." 

    "What do you write about?" 

    "Places I've been. Things I've done. I just change details enough so it's technically fiction." Giving her a little grin, I added, "And I make damned sure I can prove whichever details I don't change. No lawsuits that way." Sighing dramatically for her, I said, "My life is becoming an open book. Literally. Or 'literarily', I guess you could say." She allowed me a small smile as she asked, "How do you sell your books?" 

    "On the net. Through Amazon, Fictionwise, and a number of subcontracting retailers. From my own website." 

    Denise seemed surprised to hear my stuff was on Amazon and she didn't know about Fictionwise. She seemed sincere as she asked me various questions about epublishing and making web sites. 

    "So," she said, "If I wrote a book, I could do what you're doing?" 

    "Um. Well, at the risk of creating competition for reader dollars, I'll say you probably could if you do it within the next couple or few years. Ebooks are still fairly new to the world, so it's still relatively easy to get your ebooks into the larger marketing outlets. That could change soon, I think." 

    Her response was a quick, crisp, "Reason?" 

    "Same as with paper publishing. Too many authors and too few publishers. Long lines to get your stuff read by publishers. Long waits for publishers to get back to you with acceptances or rejections. Everything that made me avoid sending stuff to New York paper publishers when I started writing in 1997." Our loading door opened and we filed out, still talking. When we got to our seats, she asked if she could sit with me and pick my brain some more. She took the window seat and placed her backpack against the wall by her legs as I put mine in the overhead bin. 

    As I sat down with my coffee, Denise asked, "But what if I wrote a book that... I mean, what if I really wanted it published by one of the big companies?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Good luck," and fished out one of my Abintra Press cards. "Go here and see the publishing page. On it is a link to something called 'Myrtle the Manuscript'. It's a long, sad tale by a published author about his first decade-long efforts to find a publisher." She studied my card as I said, "On the other hand, if the book is about something scandalous... You know, like revealing that you were one of Clinton's interns or something..." 

    Denise laughingly interrupted, "No, it's nothing like that, but I guess it might qualify as terrifying." 

    "Yeah? What would it be about?" 

    Shaking her head, Denise said, "I can't talk about it. I mean, I'd really rather not. Really." 

    "Wow. Two 'reallys' in one breath. Must be a helluva story." Almost too quietly to be heard, she muttered, "Yeah, it has been so far," then she looked hard at me for a moment and said, "I'd just like to know how to get something published as quickly as possible, Ed." 
Chapter Five

    The bus backed up and negotiated the parking lot, then entered the flow of traffic on some four-lane street. As it stopped for a light, Denise dug a ring-bound student's notebook out of her pack and opened it to a blank page, then located a pen in the bag's top zippered pocket. 

    She looked up, saw me eyeing her notebook, and rather unnecessarily said, 

"I'm going to take some notes." 

    Grinning, I replied, "Yes'm, I can see that. Since you seem to be set on becoming my competition, how about telling me your name?" Looking slightly confused, she seemed to think a moment, then asked, 

"Didn't I tell you my name?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. You got mine when I told you to holler if the line moved. Or maybe when you read my card. But you never told me yours." Quickly holding her hand up for a shake, she said with only the barest falter, "I'm Debbie. Debbie Lomax." 

    Eyeing her as I took her hand, I asked, "Any relation to Willie, ma'am?" Denise's hand seemed to turn cold for a moment and she stiffened slightly. Recovering quickly, she responded, "Gee, just try to guess how many times I've heard that." 

    Releasing her hand, I replied, "Probably about as often as you've used that name. Never mind, milady. I'll call you Debbie if that's what you want. No problem. Doesn't matter to me. I'll just call you Debbie until it starts to feel natural, no matter how long it takes. I'll just..." Manufacturing some indignation, she yelped, "Why don't you believe it's my name?!" 

    "You weren't very convincing. You looked and sounded as if you were hoping I'd buy it. Like I said, it doesn't matter. You're a good-looking young woman on a bus full of strangers and I don't blame you one damned bit for being cautious with one of them. Let's get back to the publishing stuff." She sat glaring at me for a few moments, then faced front and poised her pen over a blank page. I gave her several epublishing company names to look up and told her about the main ebook formats, then sipped my coffee as she scribbled some notes. 

    The bus reached the Interstate and gathered speed, but I noted that it didn't seem to scamper down the road like the bus I'd ridden in the late sixties. That one had damned near flown to Fayetteville, NC. Sue pinged my implant and I opened a link. 

    "Ed," she said, "A white Cadillac following your bus contains four men in possession of automatic weapons and grenades." 

    When I didn't answer for a time, a small distortion of light appeared outside the bus window and Sue wryly said, "I see you've made contact with Denise." 

    "Debbie," I corrected her aloud, looking out the window. After a moment, Denise looked up and asked, "Yes?" and I pointed out at the open countryside in general as I asked, "I wonder what property is going for around here?" 

    She looked out for a few moments, then shrugged and shook her head. "No idea, but it is pretty, isn't it?" 

    As she went back to scribbling, I said, "Yup." Chuckling through my implant, Sue said, "Understood." 

    "Back in a minute," I said, getting to my feet and thumbing at the back of the bus. 

    Near the restroom, I keyed my implant and whispered, "Sue, would you please disable any bugs in here?" 

    Without appearing, she replied, "Done, Ed." Entering the restroom, I said, "Thanks, milady. Was there a car following this bus prior to our stop in Tallahassee?" 

    "Not to my knowledge, Ed." 

    "Hm. Wonder why. Oh, well. Unless the Caddy guys try something, they can follow as long as they want. If they look as if they're about to shoot at the bus, disable their car and stun them. The bus driver can send out a distress call." 

    Laughing, Sue said, "Oh, golly gee, mister! I hope I can remember all that!" 

    I sighed, "I'm sorry, milady. I forgot to say 'please'." 

    "That's okay, mister. I can understand how you might be somewhat distracted. Denise is rather pretty, isn't she?" 

    "Oh, yeah! And Linda would probably have me castrated if I messed with her. Denise tried to tell me her name is Debbie Lomax. I let her know I didn't buy it." 

    "May I ask why you let her know that?" 

    "Because if she chooses to level with me about her name, it'll mean she trusts me to a degree. I may need that trust later if things get nasty." 

    "How would her trust be particularly useful to you?" 

    "Other than the fact she might duck if I tell her to, it's a sleeve card. Linda was specifically ordered to keep out of this, but she sent me into the fray anyway. If I can get through this without being too obvious, the powers that be won't have reason to give her any shit about it. Since I may need Denise's cooperation later in keeping my assistance anonymous, I'd prefer that she trust me at least a little as soon as possible. Now, if there's nothing else, milady, I'm going to sign off and take a leak to make things sound right in here." 

    "Do you really think anyone can hear what goes on in here over the engine's noise?" 

    "Don't know. Don't care. Sometimes one should go through the motions on general principles to avoid making pissy little mistakes. In this case, it would be just such a mistake not to take a leak. I've had a lot of coffee today." 

    Sue laughed, "I see. Okay, then. Over and out. I'll revive the bugs when we end the link." 

    "Good 'nuff. Thanks, milady." 

    A baby was squalling when I emerged from the tiny restroom and made my way to my seat. When I located the kid in the 4th row on the right side of the bus, I sent it a dose of theta waves that stopped the noise so quickly the mother became worried. I sent her some theta waves, too. As the bus left the Interstate and headed north on a US highway, I retrieved a Florida map from a pocket on my backpack and opened it after I'd sat down. 

    We were in farm country. If a rather conspicuous Caddy full of Arabs wanted to try for the bus, would they do it out in the open, miles from the nearest piddly little town? 

    Or would they prefer to be able to escape into the relative anonymity of a nearby good-sized city, possibly one with an equally good-sized Muslim community to provide cover? 

    Since Tallahassee was just such a city and since the Arabs had likely known about Denise's bus trip soon after the rebate email had arrived in her box, it occurred to me again to wonder why they hadn't been tailing the bus all the way from Sarasota. 

    Also because Tallahassee was such a city, I wondered why they hadn't taken a whack at us there. It had seemed like a perfect opportunity. Was there a better place up the road? 

    I took the bus schedule I'd printed from a webpage out of my pocket and unfolded it. After Tallahassee, it read:

'BAINBRIDGE, GA 01:45pm 01:45pm

DONALSONVILLE, GA 02:05pm 02:05pm

DOTHAN, AL 01:40pm 01:50pm (:10)

TROY, AL 03:05pm 03:05pm

MONTGOMERY, AL 04:05pm 05:35pm (1:30)

SELMA, AL 06:30pm 06:30pm

UNIONTOWN, AL 07:00pm 07:00pm

DEMOPOLIS, AL 07:30pm 07:40pm (:10)

YORK, AL 08:10pm 08:10pm 

MERIDIAN, MS 08:40pm 08:50pm (:10)

JACKSON, MS 10:20pm 11:20pm (1:00)

VICKSBURG, MS 12:10am 12:10am

RS HAUGHTON PILOT EX, LA 02:40am 02:55am (:15)

SHREVEPORT, LA 03:15am 03:25am (:10)

TYLER, TX 05:05am 05:20am (:15)

MESQUITE, TX 06:45am 06:45am

DALLAS, TX 07:30am 08:00am' 

*

    Hm. Maybe I was wrong. Lots of open country before we get to Meridian, and that's the first place the bus could get on an Interstate highway, which would be I-20. 

    The rest of the town names told me it would generally follow I-20 from Meridian to Dallas, but I kind of doubted the Arabs would patiently follow along for another seven or more hours for a chance to hit the bus. Or maybe they were still waiting for someone's order to do the dirty deed? 

Maybe someone was still undecided about killing Denise. Denise glanced at the paper I held, then looked at it more closely and asked, "Is that for this bus?" 

    "Yup." 

    She softly yelped, "Georgia?! Alabama?! Texas is west, not north! Why the hell are we going that way?" 

    Grinning at her, I said, "Probably so they can make hauling people and their stuff worthwhile, ma'am. It's all about money, y'know. We'll likely pick up I-20 in Meridian." 

    Looking both amazed and angry, Denise hissed, "If I'd known it was going to follow fucking farm roads to get there, I'd have taken a different bus!" 

    "You think you screwed up, huh?" 

    With a narrow gaze, Denise replied, "It sure looks that way, doesn't it?" Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Spring Hill's roughly 1150 miles from Dallas if you go through Hattiesburg, Mississippi to I-20, and that way is a hundred miles or so shorter than taking I-10 and I-49 to I-20 in Louisiana. There'd be construction here and there and rush hour traffic in and around the bigger towns. Even if a bus went Interstate all the way and only stopped in the bigger towns for passengers, scheduled maintenance, parcels, and meal breaks, it would probably take the same amount of time to get to Dallas." Still pouting a bit, Denise said, "You're just saying that to make me feel better." 

    I laughed, "Well, duh, ma'am! Of course I am. But it's true nonetheless. I've made the Spring Hill to Dallas round-trip about four times by car and I've tried both routes." 

    She retorted, "Well, why didn't you take your car this time? Oh. Yeah. The motorcycle. That's a long damned drive, Ed. How come you didn't take your car and rent a trailer?" 

    I told her about my cousin's rented truck and added, "So I'll probably only ride the bike from Daphne." 

    Eyeing me for a moment, she asked, "How come you didn't take a plane to Dallas?" 

    "Oh, hell, ma'am, how many reasons do you want? Prices for flights not booked a week or more in advance are ridiculous. Airline security is a sick joke. Screening is an offensive ordeal. Can't take nail clippers aboard, but you can carry a seven-inch Bic pen that's tough enough to poke a hole in a steel coffee can. I know that for a fact; I did it once when some jerk lost the office can opener. If you question the stupidity of it all they'll pull you aside for a special 'interview', which means you'll miss your plane and end up on a 'watch' list." 

    Shaking my head, I capped my tirade with, "Nope. I won't take a plane anywhere I can get to some other way." 

    Denise stared at me for a moment, then asked, "Don't you think passengers on a plane could... overcome... someone armed only with a Bic pen?" Sipping my coffee, I said, "First the hijacker would make a quick, ugly example of someone. He'd jam the pen through someone's heart or eye, then grab some kid or a woman and threaten to do it again while the first one was dying in a puddle of blood on the deck. Who'd move against him while he held the pen against some terrified little kid's face or sternum? Someone else might, but I damned sure wouldn't. Not unless I was sure we were all gonna die if I didn't." 

    Denise's stare at me continued for a time, then she shuddered and took a breath. 

    "I see," she said rather stiffly, "You've given... certain matters... some thought, haven't you? May I ask why --in your opinion --someone hasn't used an ink pen in that manner?" 

    I shrugged. "It doesn't fit whatever plans they may have and it wouldn't guarantee cooperation as well as waving guns or knives. Like I said, someone might try something. Now tell me, ma'am, why didn't you take a plane?" Giving me an 'are you kidding?' look, Denise replied, "Why else? Lack of money." 

Chapter Six    

    Denise rooted in her pack and produced a bottle of brand-name water. Uncapping it, she took a sip and quietly said, "You never asked me what I do for a living." 

    Looking her over, I glanced at her notebook and peered into her backpack for a moment before I spoke. 

    "You're rather organized and you're kind of pale, so I'd say you're likely an office worker. A receptionist or a personal assistant, maybe, but probably not actually a secretary. Not management, either. Somewhere in the middle, trying to move up? You like being noticed, but not to the point of turning heads or being eyeballed. I'd guess your boss is a real chauvinist pig type; the kind who thinks women are stupid." 

    Her short, sharp laugh turned heads. Fighting another laugh, she asked, 

"What makes you think... all that?" 

    "Dress, attitude. Everything about you so far. It's kind of vague. Just a feeling, really. So... is he a pig?" 

    She chuckled, "As a matter of fact, yes he is. Was, I mean. I quit Friday." 

    "Good for you. Got another job lined up yet?" Shaking her head, Denise said, "No. I'm... I'm not really looking for another job. Yet." 

    "Hm. Had some trouble at the office, huh?" Staring irritatedly at me, she snapped, "What're you? Psychic?" I shrugged. "Sometimes. Depends on the company, I guess. What did he do? 

Make a pass at you, then give you a lot of shit when you turned him down?" Denise sighed and looked at her notebook as she answered, "No. Well, yes, he did that not long after I started working there, but he gave it up after a while. That wasn't why I quit." Looking up at me, she said, "Like I said, I'd rather not talk about it, okay?" 

    Shrugging again, I said, "Sure. Just curious. I had a woman boss who got pissed when I turned her down, so I have some idea of what..." Looking almost shocked, Denise grinningly yelped, "Really?! That really happened to you?" 

    Giving her an arch look, I pretended to get huffy and replied, "Hey! Don't look so damned surprised, lady. I used to be pretty cute when I was your age. Hell, I'm still kinda cute when the light's just right." She snorted a giggling laugh and instantly apologized, then put a hand on mine and asked, "Forgive me?" 

    Doing my best to appear offended and hurt, I picked at a bit of fluff on my pants and muttered, "Well, gee, I dunno." 

    Still grinning, she asked, "Pretty please?" Pretending to search her face for sincerity, I sighed, "Yeah, what the hell. Gotta face facts, I guess; I'm not a kid anymore. Want to share an apple with me?" 

    "You have another apple? Sure!" 

    I stood up and fished an apple out of my pack, then sat back down and got a good grip on the apple with both hands. When I twisted, it snapped into two generally equal halves. The trick seemed to impress Denise; her eyes widened a bit as she stared at the half-apple I offered her. 

    Taking the apple, she asked, "How'd you do that?!" 

    "All you have to do is grab it and twist." 

    "You think I could do it?" 

    Around a bite of apple, I replied, "A lady showed me how to do it way back when on her farm. Might take you some practice to get it right." We chatted as scenery rolled by until Bainbridge and Donalsonville, Georgia were behind us and Dothan, Alabama lay ahead. Denise checked her watch. 

    "Wow. It's only a little after two and I feel as if I've been on this damned bus for a week already." 

    "Hm. Imagine how you'll feel an hour from now when it's still two o'clock." 

    She gave me a confused look. "What?" 

    "Time zone, ma'am. Back an hour." 

    "Already? I thought that was somewhere in... in... oh, hell. I guess I don't know where it is." 

    Pointing out the window at the river below, I said, "Right there. That's the Alabama state line." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yup." 

    She slipped her watch off and fumblingly hurried to reset it. When she noticed me grinning, she froze. 

    "What's so funny?" 

    Shrugging, I asked, "What's your hurry?" 

    "Aren't you going to reset your watch?" 

    Shaking my head, I tapped my unadorned left wrist with my right index finger. "Don't wear one." 

    Denise glanced at my wrist, then met my gaze with a look that seemed disapproving as she said, "My uncle used to say that people without watches have no respect for time." 

    "Prob'ly true. So what? Time has no respect for people." She blinked at me and let out a ladylike snort of a chuckle as she finished setting her watch. 

    "I wish I'd thought to say that back when he was always preaching at me." As the bus charged up a long hillside, my implant pinged and Sue said, 

"The Cadillac is moving closer to your bus." 

    Hm. We were on a two-lane road with nothing around us but woods. Flagging the driver to pull over likely wouldn't work, so the best way to simply stop a bus quickly would be to damage the engine. 

    If, on the other hand, they had no reason to be gentle about it, they'd likely shoot at the driver and the tires as they passed us, then return and shoot crash survivors. I watched to see if the Caddy would pull alongside the bus. 

    Yup, it sure did. The Caddy's hood came into view and as the car surged forward I saw AK's in the hands of the guys on the passenger side, their barrels protruding out the car's windows. 

    Somewhere behind me I heard someone whisper "Holy shit!" and what sounded like a holster snap being opened as I sent hard stuns at both of the shooters in the Caddy. 

    The gunners fell away from their windows without firing. This apparently caused some consternation inside the car; it quickly slowed down and I lost sight of it behind the bus. 

    There was some commotion aboard the bus, as well. People who'd seen the guns aimed at the bus reacted in different ways; one window-seated woman had screeched and tried to crawl over her seat companion into the aisle. A man got up and hurried forward yelling about the Caddy and the guns. In the rearview mirror, I saw the driver reach for something with his left hand, then reach for and use his radio. 

    Denise's shocked gaze turned to me. 

    "Ed, those men had guns!" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, that they did." 

    "What?!" 

    "I said..." 

    "I heard you!" she sharply interrupted, "Why the hell are you just sitting there?!" 

    "As opposed to doing what? Sitting somewhere else? You want to swap seats?" 

    She almost yelled, "Damn it, don't you understand?! They may come back!" I chuckled, "Well, then, I guess we'd better try to be ready for 'em. Just tell me what you think we ought to do, ma'am." 

    Sue said, "Ed, they're making another attempt." Glancing out the window, I saw no Caddy. Several seconds passed and there was still no Caddy. I was about to call Sue back when she spoke. 

    "The gunmen were about to open fire on the engine compartment, Ed. I stunned everyone in the car and parked it. The Ashford police and the FBI are currently responding to the bus driver's distress call." 

    'The FBI?' I thought, 'Not the NIA? Oh, well. They'd work things out somehow.' 

    I popped the lid off my coffee mug and sent a warming tendril into it, then tasted it. Warm, but not too hot. Good. As I recapped the mug, I noted Denise staring at me again. 

    "Yes'm? You have a comment? A question?" 

    In a tense, low tone, she growled, "I'd like to know how can you just sit there and do nothing!" 

    Sighing, I said, "I thought we'd covered that. 'Nothing' is what there is to do at the moment." 

    Using the PA system, the driver announced that all was well, but that we'd be making an unscheduled stop in Ashford, Alabama. Some guy two rows up muttered, "Oh, fuck!" and immediately got up to go to the restroom. Since Sue had pointed out those with guns and he hadn't been one of them, it seemed possible that he had something to dump before we arrived. I casually wondered what Hamlin would do about his gun. 

    Stopping in Ashford didn't seem to sit well with Denise, either. She developed a bad case of fidgets that lasted until she saw the herd of badges at the station, then she seemed to lapse into calm. Reassured or simply resigned to some fate? I didn't ask and she didn't volunteer the info. Cop cars appeared ahead of us and took up escort positions around the bus. I saw a big shadow and heard a helicopter, but never actually saw the bird. Our bus was met at the Ashford station by a dozen or so uniformed cops, some of whom wore patches from other communities. They kept us on the bus as detectives interviewed passengers separately and took down our infos during the course of another hour. 

    Sue told me that she'd checked out everyone at the station and found no reasons for trepidation regarding Denise. Unable to respond verbally, I nodded slightly to the odd spot of light beyond the window and mouthed the word

"Thanks." 

    I'm pretty sure the cops got a little tired of hearing variations of 'I looked out and saw men in a car aiming guns at the bus,' but they seemed diligent in their questionings until all of the passengers had been interviewed. 

    They took us off the bus two at a time for interviews and Denise's fidgets returned in force when it was our turn. I wondered if they'd take her into custody per some 'wanted as a person of interest' notification, but they didn't, and I found that interesting as hell. 

    Waiting alone to be returned to the bus, I very quietly asked, "Sue, is there still a 'wanted' notice for Denise?" 

    "It has been temporarily suspended pending further investigation." Pretending to sip my coffee, I said, "Kinda thought so. Having to actually pick her up wouldn't suit the plan. Thank you, milady. Good job back there." As I took a real sip, a good-looking and sharp-eyed lady cop with a shoulder patch from another town walked over to me and eyed me narrowly for a moment, then asked somewhat challengingly, "Is there something you'd like to say aloud so we might all hear it, sir?" 

    Loud enough for the others to hear, I said, "Wow, that's one of the best looking ladybears I've ever seen. She almost makes stopping in the middle of nowhere seem worthwhile." 

    A cop by the door chuckled. Another one with a patch like hers gave me a stern look from his position by the window. The ladybear's gaze narrowed further. 

    "Do you always talk to yourself, sir?" 

    "Been known to, yeah. I'm a good listener." The door-cop chuckled again as she asked, "Are you carrying any sort of communications equipment that we should know about?" 

    "Don't think so. Got this, though." Fishing my Dell Axim out of my pocket, I handed it to her. She poked it on and messed with it briefly, then poked it off and handed it back. 

    "Anything else, sir? If we ran a metal detector over you, would we find a radio transmitter?" 

    "Feel free to give it a shot, ma'am." 

    She did. I was pat-searched and a metal detector wand turned up my keys and knife. She pulled a plastic ruler out of her back pocket and opened my knife. 

    "It's legal," I said. 

    She ignored me and measured it anyway, then said, "It's questionable. I think we'd better keep it." 

    I held out my hand palm-up as I quietly repeated with emphasis, "It's legal. I've had it for years and I won't give it up without going over your head about it." 

    With a small grin, she said, "That could take longer than you've got during this stop and it might get you arrested. Is a ten-dollar knife worth all that trouble?" 

    The other two cops came to stand a few feet away as I handed her one of my Abintra Press cards and said, "Lady, I'm a writer and my ticket will let me continue this trip later. If I didn't have time to spare, I wouldn't be on a damned bus. Take my knife and I'll see you in court, then I'll write the whole mess up in one of those stereotypical 'I was harassed by a petty southern cop' 

stories --with scans of all documents involved --for two Florida newspapers and my website. That'll make most of my trip tax deductible as a business expense." 

    Pausing, I added, "Confiscating my 'ten-dollar knife' will turn into an international book publicity gimmick that I can milk for months and it'll make you look like a real --well, let's just say your role in my articles would be very unflattering, ma'am. Yes'm. If you take my legal knife it'll be well worth the trouble to me. You betcha." 

    She looked as if she might explode in my face. One of the other cops, a corporal with an Ashford patch, came to take her aside for a whispering session. When it ended, she stomped out of the room as he returned to hand me my knife. 

    I thanked him as I put it back in my belt sheath, but received only a hard look and silence. Oh, well. As he led me out of the room, I saw mountain-chested Juanita Torres of the NIA getting back on the bus. She saw me, but her gaze quickly focused beyond me, likely to avoid making eye contact. 

    A little less than an hour later, they let us go. Several people got off the bus with the intent of taking another bus or finding other transportation. The guy who'd had a gun, but no authorization to carry it, was also among the missing. 

    As we pulled out of the station, people were bitching about having been allowed only ten minutes to go ashore for food and drinks. The driver said --joking that our timetable had been pretty much ruined, anyway --that our regularly scheduled stop in Dothan, Alabama would be extended to twenty minutes in order to allow people time to restock their munchies. 

    That surprised me, knowing how transport companies felt about sticking to schedules. I'd expected them to send another bus out of Dothan or Montgomery to follow our original schedule. Apparently not. 

    Since there was no profit in sending two buses along the same route an hour apart, I briefly wondered how time-conscious bean counters would make up the wayward hour without costing us our dinner stop in Montgomery. Throughout our visit with the cops in Ashford, Denise had pretty much locked me out of her world. She'd said almost nothing and had generally acted as if I'd been a total stranger. 

    Sue informed me that the FBI had taken all four men from the Cadillac for interrogations. She also said that none of the guys in the Caddy had been the ones from Denise's office. 

    That --to me --meant that we could reasonably expect more of the same or worse during the trip. It might not happen, but there was no reason to think it wouldn't. 

    When Denise made a trip to the restroom after we pulled out of Ashford, I moved into the window seat. She returned, eyed me for a moment, and sat down, shoving her backpack under her legs again. 

    I said, "I thought you might be tired of the window seat, but if you'd rather sit here, I'll move." 

    She shook her head. "No, this is okay." With a small grin, she added, 

"You'll be between me and any bullets." 

    Looking enlightened, I grinningly replied, "Ah, good thinking, ma'am. That hadn't occurred to me, of course." 

    Snickering, she agreed, "Oh, of course not." A few moments passed while Denise leaned her seat back and tried to get comfortable, then she said, "The cops and FBI are saying it was a failed random terrorist act." 

    Hm. Just a need to talk, or was she leading up to something like a confession that she might have been the cause? 

    "Did they happen to speculate as to why a gaggle of terrorists picked this particular bus in that particular patch of nowhere?" Shaking her head, Denise said, "No, they didn't." She didn't ask what my thoughts about that might be. I leaned my own seat back and sipped coffee. Denise took out her water bottle and sipped, then put it back in her pack, sat back, and sighed. 
Chapter Seven

    Cute. They'd labeled the attempt on the bus 'a random terrorist act', which had allowed them to officially label the passengers as innocent intended victims. That, in turn, let them release the passengers instead of having to haul everyone in for extended questioning. 

    Would there be another attempt on the bus? Probably. If the Arabs didn't already know that Denise hadn't been taken off the bus, they'd soon find out. That --and the mysteriously foiled first attempt on the bus --would make the Arabs realize there was a game afoot surrounding Denise and might instill caution about future attempts on her life, among whatever other activities they might have planned. 

    Could they take the chance that she hadn't already told the NIA everything she knew? Or that she hadn't already turned in whatever evidence she might have possessed? 

    No, they probably couldn't, but it seemed more unlikely than ever that the bad guys the NIA wanted would make a personal appearance. Whether to try to kill or capture Denise for interrogations of their own, they'd use minions. Denise interrupted my maunderings with, "Ed, you haven't said a word for quite a while." 

    Looking at her, I answered, "Just thinking about you, among other things." Sitting upright a bit made her seat pop up and slap her on the back. She gave me a disbelieving look. 

    "Me?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. You have the kind of face I'd have spent hours sketching way back when." 

    She reddened slightly and asked, "Uhm... Way back when? Don't you sketch anymore?" 

    "Haven't for a while. Well, I've done a little now and then for one reason or another, but nothing much lately." 

    "Why not?" 

    I shrugged. "Lack of interest, I guess. Should have brought my pad, though, 'cuz here I am next to you, Miz Interesting." Denise looked at me in silence for a good three seconds before she asked, 

"Is this the beginning of some kind of pass at me?" Grinning, I replied, "Only if you want it to be. Otherwise, it's just a compliment. I'd sketch you for free, ma'am!" 

    She snickered, "For free, huh? Wow." Reaching into her bag for her water bottle, she took a sip and said, "I called someone while we were in Ashford." Meeting her gaze with a mildly questioning look, I waited for her to continue. 

    "I called the NIA," she said, "I... I did something in Sarasota, and... well, I asked them to take me into custody." 

    Chuckling, I replied, "The NIA, huh? Well, you must have had your reasons, I guess. What did you do, call the President dirty names or something?" Her tense lips and narrow look told me how she received my gentle ribbing. 

"I'm serious, damn it. I think those men in that car were after me." 

    "Well, since you're still here, it looks as if the NIA may have disagreed with you." 

    "No, what they said was --and I more or less quote them here --'Our nearest office capable of providing that service is located in Birmingham'. I'm supposed to go there and turn myself in." Taking an angry breath, she continued, "In other words, the stupid bastards didn't think I was worth the trouble to pick me up. I asked if they knew about the attack on the bus and they said that as far as they knew it was a random terrorist act." She snorted a bitter laugh and said, "A 'coincidence', he called it. Do they think I'm retarded? Are they retarded?!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Don't take it so personally, ma'am. Government agencies tend to think all civilians are mentally deficient." 

    "Civilians? The NIA isn't military, is it?" 

    "No, it isn't. Take that to mean people not with whichever agency, to include the people of other government agencies. They all get arrogant now and then, kind of like church groups who think they alone know the one true path. It usually takes a hard swat in the teeth to set them straight." Laughing briefly, Denise asked, "How do you swat a government agency in the teeth?" 

    "Expose someone like Ames, who was a deep cover sellout inside the CIA for decades, or one of the FBI guys who went bad for money in the eighties and nineties. Or blow the whistle on something that's way out of line but has been deliberately ignored for years. That's what got the energy outfit in trouble, y'know; security so lax that laptops with top secret data were sold at auction. Heads rolled after that screwup." 

    "Those things really happened?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Those and more. Secrets come out, sooner or later. Nuke tests on US troops in the fifties. Bioweapon tests on a Navy ship and in subway systems in the sixties. Shipping money and guns to insurgents in Africa and Central America in the seventies and supplying the same --plus ostensibly civilian 'advisors' --to Central American and Afghan insurgents in the eighties. Expose the simple favoritisms, complex cronyisms, and profiteering, like with the reconstruction of Iraq. When that particular colostomy bag pops, it'll bury Washington in several brand new layers of stink and slime that'll be six times worse than the aftermath from Vietnam." Denise seemed to give all that some thought, then asked, "Six times? 

You're sure? Not five? Not seven?" 

    "You're kinda cute for a smartass, lady. Want to share my last apple and tell me what got you into trouble back in Sarasota?" She gave me a small grin. "Yes to the apple. No to the rest. I'm not really ready to talk about it." 

    Standing up and leaning in front of her, I reached into the overhead bin and fished the apple out of my bag to hand it to her as I sat back down. Her eyes had apparently locked onto the knife on my belt and followed it back to my seat. She took the apple almost absently and her eyes rose to look into mine. 

    "That's a pretty big knife." 

    "Not really. If it wasn't legal, the cops would have taken it." 

    "Why does a writer need a knife like that?" 

    "This particular writer's used to having it around. See if you can split that apple." 

    Denise looked at the apple. Getting a grip on it with both hands, she endeavored to twist it. I put a hand on hers to halt her effort and adjusted the position of the apple, then her hands. 

    "Okay. Looks about right. Try it now." 

    Again she tried. Just when I thought she'd probably give up, she took a breath, sharply whispered, "Damn it!" and tried harder. Veins were standing out in her temples when the apple suddenly twisted apart, startling the hell out of her. 

    Denise softly shrieked, "I did it!" and a couple of people who'd been watching from across the aisle applauded, which startled her further. She turned red as a beet and grinningly muttered, "Oh, my God!" as she hurriedly handed me half an apple, "I didn't realize I had an audience." 

    "Don't sweat it. You got a round of applause." Around a bite of apple, I quietly added, "O'course, they don't seem to be a real tough crowd. Could be just about any trick would do." 

    We rolled on, munching our apples in silence for a time before Denise whispered, "Ed, didn't you find it just a little strange that the cops let us go so soon?" 

    Sometimes it's god-awful difficult to contain laughter, but I managed. Sort of. It came out as a snorting chuckle that I managed to stifle before it became a horse laugh. 

    Her gaze narrowed with irritation as Denise turned to look at me. "What?" she asked, "What's so funny? It is kind of strange, isn't it? Don't they usually spend a lot more time asking questions after something like that? And don't they do a lot of checking on all the people involved and offer counseling and... and stuff like that?" 

    Meeting her gaze as soberly as possible, I nodded. 

    "Yes'm. I'd say all of the above." 

    Glowering at me for a moment, she asked, "So what did you think was funny? 

The fact that I was aware enough to think it was strange?" 

    "More the fact that you waited so long to mention it. When did it occur to you to wonder about it?" 

    "When they put us back on the bus and let us go. I was wondering about something else, too. Someone, actually." She paused, then stated, "You." 

    "Me, huh?" I took another bite of apple and waited for her to elaborate. 

    "Yes, you," she said, "When those men were pointing their guns at the bus, it didn't seem to bother you much. You just sort of watched them like they were on TV." 

    Taking another bite of apple, I asked, "You mean like I'm watching you now, waiting to see where all this is leading?" 

    Denise's irritation seemed to crank up a notch as she said, "Yes. Exactly like that." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, maybe I'm just an inherently calm person, ma'am; someone who doesn't get fuzzed up very easily." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, she replied, "Oh, I don't doubt that for a minute, but I'd like to know why. They were about to shoot at the bus, Ed. Most people would find that pretty disturbing. Why didn't you?" Shrugging, I answered as innocently as possible, "Just didn't. Really can't say why." 

    A woman's voice from the seats behind us softly chuckled, "He won't, but I will. We need to talk privately, people, and the big seat back by the restroom is empty." 

    Hm. Was Miz Juanita Torres of the NIA about to come out of her closet? 

When Torres spoke, Denise had frozen in the middle of forming a retort. Her eyes swiveled to stare back between the seats so quickly they almost clicked in their sockets. When Torres had finished speaking, Denise's eyes locked on mine. 

    I shrugged and thumbed at the back of the bus as I sighed, "We might as well go see what she wants." When Denise didn't immediately move, I made a little 'shoo' motion and added, "C'mon. She'll prob'ly bug us all the way to Texas if we don't." 

    Torres chuckled again and got out of her seat. Good. She had a sense of humor. That's always useful. 

    Denise seemed uncertain about leaving her seat. She peered over the top of the seat back and watched Torres head for the back of the bus, then looked rather starkly at me again before turning the other way to peer down the aisleway. 

    Clearing my throat softly, I said, "Anytime you think you're ready, ma'am." 

    She shot me a glare and got to her feet, taking her bag with her and standing just ahead of the seat as I got up. Torres greeted us with a smile and patted the long bench seat to her left as we approached. Apparently she wanted to sit smack up against the restroom wall at the aisle and box us in. Okay. No problem. It was just a way of trying to establish a sense of control while instilling a sense of being controlled in us. 

    I let Denise slide past her, then plunked myself between them and took a bite of my remaining apple as I looked at Torres and waited. Torres looked past me at Denise and showed her wallet ID. She didn't simply flash it and snap it shut; she let it hang there among us as she said, 

"I'm Juanita Torres. NIA." 

    Glancing at Torres' bosom as I let my eyes fall to her ID, I said, "Well, I'm certainly impressed. How 'bout you, Debbie?" 

    "Oh, be serious for once. You were staring at her boobs." 

    "Was not. Well, not staring, anyway. But they are rather..." 

    "Like she said," said Torres with a grin, "Shut up. I've been listening to you bullshit her since you got aboard. Isn't it about time you let her know who you really are?" 

    "I kind of figured you brought us back here to do that for me. Was I wrong?" 

    Denise's stark stare fixed on me in silence for a moment, then she growled, "What the hell is she talking about?" Torres laughed, "He's a gift from your Aunt Linda, Miss Leiter. She thought you'd need a bodyguard." 

    As Denise's face went from shocked to pissed, I said, "Oh, she needs a bodyguard, all right. A certain government agency is using her as terrorist bait." 

    Turning to Denise, I said, "You're supposed to run loose and the Arabs are supposed to try to kill or capture you. The NIA will try to pounce on the Arabs when they do. Apparently it doesn't matter a damn to the NIA whether you live or die." 

    Visibly containing her anger, Torres retorted, "Don't tell her utter crap like that! Of course it matters! That's why I'm on this damned bus!" 

    "Uh, huh. Tooth fairy. Santa Claus. Play it straight or play alone, lady." Glaring at me, Torres growled between clenched teeth, "Well, it damned well matters to me." 

    "Glad to hear it. Don't believe it. Doesn't matter." 

    "What?!" yelped Denise, "What the hell do you mean it doesn't matter?! Of course it matters!" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. It doesn't. This thing's too big. She may cover your ass if it's convenient, but her real job is to help nail the Arabs." 

    Torres snapped, "I was ordered to guard her, damn it." 

    "Right. Tell her the rest of it." 

    "There is no 'rest of it'." 

    "There's always a 'rest of it'." I turned back to Denise and reiterated, 

"Tooth fairy. Santa Claus. In other words, bullshit. Wanna know why?" Glancing back and forth at Torres and me, Denise nodded. 

    "Yes. I want to know why." 

    "Your info sparked a search warrant, ma'am. The search led them to other stuff so nasty that even the very topmost brass --the guys who'd never dream of doing anything that would risk their political asses --went along with a plan to use lil' ol' you as bait. That's how goddamned bad it is." Turning to Torres, I asked, "Right, Miz T?" She sat very still for a moment, then nodded. "Yes. It's that bad and we think it may be even worse." 

    That's when Denise surprised me. 'Startled the hell out of me', I should say. After a few moments of digesting what had been said while staring at her hands, she spoke. 

    "Then I guess I'd better try to be the best bait possible." Looking up at both of us, she asked, "How do I do that?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "You're doing it now. Just keep on keeping on. If the Arabs try again, Torres and her people will do their best to nail them." 

    "But not necessarily before they... uhm... kill me." Torres said softly, "We're hoping very much to avoid that, Miss Leiter." Shooting a hard look at me, she added, "It really is one of the reasons I'm here. I'm supposed to protect her." 

    "If you can." 

    Sighing, Torres snapped, "Yes, damn it. If I can." Nodding, I said, "Now I believe you, ma'am. Welcome aboard and all that." Turning to Denise, I said, "And now that we've got that out of the way, I've got something for you." 
Chapter Eight

    Denise looked wary. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the PFM, then handed it to her. At the sight of it, Torres' eyes went wide and her mouth fell open. Denise took the PFM and studied it briefly before she looked at me. 

    "A metal stick?" she asked, "What the hell am I supposed to do with this thing?" 

    "It's a defensive device. Put it on your forearm and say 'PFM attach'." Giving me a fisheye look, she replied, "Oh, I think I really ought to know just a little more about it before I do something like that, don't you? I'm sure you understand." 

    Torres asked, "May I see that?" and reached for it. I stopped her hand by taking it in mine and said, "Let her get the feel of it. What do you know about PFM's, Torres?" 

    In a rather reverent tone, she said, "I know they can stop just about anything short of a rifle bullet and that they make you fireproof, radiation proof, and more. And I know I wish to hell I had one, but they aren't available to us yet." 

    Denise chuckled, "That's good enough for me. PFM attach." The PFM instantly spread out like hot wax and bonded to her arm. Denise squeaked and held her arm away from her body as if she'd discovered a spider on her wrist. 

    I said, "It's supposed to do that and I'm supposed to tell you how to use it. If you're real nice to me, I will." 

    That got me a droll look from Denise and a grin from Torres. Denise returned her gaze to the PFM as Torres asked if I had any more of them. 

    "Not on me, but if I could get you one, what would it be worth to you?" Her gaze narrowed as she warily asked, "What would it have to be worth to me?" 

    Meeting her eyes, I replied, "You know I'm here to guard Denise. Promise you'll back me up --no matter what --and make me believe it." A few long moments passed before she gritted her teeth and sighed, "I can't, damn it. You know I can't do that." 

    "Yeah, I do, but now Denise knows, too. She has no doubt at all where each of us stands in things. Thank you for being honest, Juanita." Using her first name made her gaze narrow again, but she said nothing. I turned to Denise. 

    "How about it? Do you have any doubts about anything?" Eyeing Torres' irritated glare, Denise shook her head. 

    "No. No doubts. I'd like to know why you didn't tell me all this up front, though." 

    "I might not have had to tell you at all if Miz T hadn't decided to blow everybody's cover at once." 

    "I asked why you didn't, not whether you would have." 

    "Woo. Single-minded, huh? Okay, lady, here it is; I really was --and still am --going to Texas about a motorcycle, but that's become my cover story. When this situation came up and Linda received strict orders to stay the hell out of it, I kind of volunteered myself and took matters into my own hands. She's an old friend of mine and I don't want to get her in trouble, not even for being unable to control her troops. In other words, you didn't need to know." 

    Torres grinningly snorted, "Gawd! If I had a nickel for every time I've heard that..." then she raised a hand and quickly said, "But at least it's for a good cause this time." 

    Her expression changed to one of 'hey, waitaminnit!' questioning and she asked, "So where did you get that PFM? I know they key themselves to the first person they touch, but you touched it when you handed it to her." Nodding, I said, "Yeah, they key themselves to a person's DNA. I had a friend get a sample of Denise's DNA and apply it to the PFM before it got to me." 

    "How the hell did you do that?" 

    I grinned as I replied, "Classified, ma'am." 

    "But you can get them outside normal channels? Without going through 3rd World?" 

    "Don't look so eager, ma'am. This one was a special case, and not just because she's Linda's niece. You know what they found in that garage, don't you?" 

    Glancing at Denise, Torres tensed and rather warily asked, "Do you know what they found?" 

    Sighing, I muttered, "Oh, hell," and softly sang, "Here we go 'round the mulberry bush..." then said, "Look, either you know or you don't. Same here. Let's just say it was really, really bad and leave it at that." Denise tapped my shoulder. She looked and sounded a bit irritated as she said, "I'd like to know what they found, especially since I may get killed for it." 

    Torres shook her head and quickly said, "No. Sorry. If word got out, it might cause a panic." 

    "Who the hell do you think I'm going to tell?" 

    "It doesn't matter who you might or might not tell, Miss Leiter. What you don't know, you can't tell." 

    When Denise looked at me, I nodded and said, "She's right. People would panic." In a confidential tone, I added, "Hell, when I found out, it was all I could do not to panic, y'know?" 

    Denise let out a short, sharp laugh, then covered her mouth and peered up the aisle as if worried that someone had heard. One woman five seats up glanced back, then turned to face front again. 

    Straightening up, she took a breath and asked, "Okay, then, so what's the plan?" 

    Glancing at me, Torres asked her, "The plan?" 

    "Yeah, the plan. What do we do now?" 

    "Ahhh... Miss Leiter, we're already doing what we're supposed to be doing." 

    "Nothing? Nothing is all we're supposed to be doing?" Shrugging, I said, "That's what bait usually does. You just toss it out and wait. Fact is, unless somebody can break out some coffee and donuts, I'm going back to my seat." 

    Grabbing my arm, Denise yelped, "Hey! Weren't you going to tell me how to use this thing on my arm?" 

    "If you're in your seat I can do that from my seat." 

    "What difference does it make where we're sitting?" Sighing, I said, "That's where my coffee is, milady." Torres chuckled. Denise gave me a narrow look. Rather than discuss the matter further, I stood up, gave the ladies a little wave, and went back to my seat. As I eased past Denise's aisle seat, I saw the two of them chatting quietly. 

    Through my implant, I heard Sue softly laugh, "I thought you might ask me to give Torres a PFM." 

    That thought had occurred to me, but I wanted it to be her idea if it happened. 

    "Don't know why you'd think that. Do you want to give Torres a PFM, milady?" 

    "Should anything happen, she'll face the same dangers as you and Denise." 

    "Not really good enough, ma'am. Should anything truly dangerous happen with a goddess like you around, I'd be very surprised. What else ya got?" 

    "Ed, however enthusiastic Torres may be about acquiring a PFM, her agency has been very reluctant to cooperate with 3rd World personnel on several occasions, and although every other US federal agency has placed orders for PFM's or stun wands, the NIA has not, nor have they given reasons for not doing so. Conditionally issuing Torres a PFM could help change their minds, if not necessarily their attitudes." 

    Uh, huh. Might. Not necessarily, though. 

    "Sue, the NIA was formed not long after the Patriot Act came into being. When this incident is over, they'll go back to mostly being a goon squad that exists primarily to hassle the politically incorrect, so I don't much give a rat's ass if they never even get a close look at a PFM." Pausing, I added, "But if it suits your purposes, I'd be more than happy to introduce you to Torres, milady." 

    "Thank you. It would suit my purposes." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Anything for you, milady," and got up to return to the rear of the bus. Denise and Torres had just returned to take their seats. I thumbed at Torres and said to Denise, "I need another minute with her. Let's go back there again." 

    Torres raised an eyebrow, but led the way. Once we were seated as before, I asked Torres if she was a screamer. 

    Looking very wary, indeed, and perhaps a bit insulted, she snapped, "A what?" 

    "Torres, something unusual is about to happen. There's no danger, but it might startle you some." 

    With a dour expression she replied, "Try me and see." Nodding, I looked past Denise at the empty space by the window and said, 

"Okay, Sue." 

    As Denise asked, "Who's Sue?" I fed her theta waves to keep her calm and her question trailed off unfinished. Torres said nothing until Sue popped into being in the previously empty space, then I heard her mutter, "Oh, Holy Mother of God!" and the quick 'whup' sound of a gun being drawn from a clasp-style holster. 

    Because my back was to Torres, I let Sue handle her as I focused on Denise, who simply stared rather glassily at Sue with wide, disbelieving eyes. I waited a few seconds before letting up on the theta waves, but when she sucked in a deep breath, I boosted the feed a bit and said, "Denise, take it easy. Things are fine. She's supposed to be there." Almost as if she were drunk, Denise turned her head slowly to face me as she let her breath out. 

    "This is Sue," I said, "She's a good friend and she knows your Aunt Linda. Do you think maybe you could relax a bit, ma'am? Try not to scream?" Her face turned back to Sue, who smiled and said, "Hello, Denise. Hello, Agent Torres. May I call you Juanita?" 

    Torres hissed, "Where the hell did you come from?!" Turning to face Torres, I saw the Glock in her hands and said, "Sue can issue you a PFM. Put the gun away before you spook the driver. Can he see it in his mirror?" 

    Taking a quick glance up the aisle, she replied coolly, "It's behind the seat. Nobody can see it. Now tell me what's going on before I stop caring that nobody can see it." 

    I'd been reducing Denise's theta waves and she seemed to be more in control of herself, so I turned the theta waves on Torres. When her face went slack and her eyes glassed a bit, I gently took the Glock from her hand and gave it to Sue to put some distance between the gun and Torres. Sue turned the gun around so she was holding the barrel, then held the gun in her lap. I eased up the theta waves and Torres started thinking clearly again. 

    She blinked and stared hard at the gun in Sue's lap, then at her own empty hand, and then at me. 

    "No questions," I said, "No 'how did you do that?' or 'what are you people?' You don't need to know. What you do need to know is that Sue thinks you should have a PFM. I'm not sure I agree at this point, but it's up to her. Are you willing to calm down and talk with her about it?" Swallowing hard, Torres took a deep breath and stared at Sue for a moment before almost whispering, "Yes." 

    "Good. In that case, I'm going back to my seat. If you get a PFM, let me know and I'll show you how to use it later." 

    Standing up, I grinned at Sue as I left the ladies to their chat. I made it halfway through an article in Scientific American before I heard Denise softly shriek, "Oh, dear God! She just... disappeared!" 
Chapter Nine

    Denise didn't immediately return to her seat. After a few more minutes I had a vision of the ladies happily comparing their new jewelry, and the faint sounds that reached my seat made me think maybe they were doing just that. When Denise did eventually return, it was to ask me to join them at the back of the bus. I rose and followed her and saw Torres intently studying the PFM on her arm. She looked up and seemed to study me just as intently as I sat down. 

    Once Denise had parked herself beside me, Torres said in a flat tone, "You knew who I was when you got on the bus." 

    Nodding, I answered, "Yup. Sure did." 

    "Did you intend to offer me a PFM all along?" Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Nope. That was Sue's idea." I guess my tone made her ask, "Do you have some kind of a problem with me or the NIA?" 

    "Not with you. Leave it at that." 

    "The NIA, then? I'm just curious." 

    "That's probably a good trait in your kind of work. Does the NIA have a problem with 3rd World?" 

    Torres seemed to retreat a bit and uttered a bland, "No, of course not," as she held up her arm and touched her new PFM. "Sue went over the basics, but she said you'd fill us in about these. What else should we know?" Through my implant Sue said, "I told them a little about protective fields. Neither of their PFM's currently have stun, communications, or glider capabilities. I'll let you tell them about PFMs and add accessories as you see fit." 

    Nodding slightly, I took my knife out of its sheath, flicked it open, used it to trim a loose thread from Denise's blouse sleeve, and handed the knife to Torres. 

    "Turn on your p-field and try to cut yourself." She took the knife, but looked reluctant to try cutting herself. I modified my statement by saying, "Okay, turn it on and try to cut the hem of your blouse or something. Anything within the boundaries of your field." Looking down at her clothing, she called up her p-field and apparently decided to try to slice off a button. The blade's edge couldn't reach the threads holding it. She then tried to poke the blade through a fold of the blouse. The point of the blade stopped a quarter-inch from the fabric and all her strength couldn't force it through. 

    "Damn!" she muttered in amazement. 

    "Got a lighter?" I asked, taking my knife back. She fished through her purse and produced one. I didn't take it; instead I told her to hold her hand over the flame and see when it got too hot for her. Torres held the lighter behind the seat and flicked it, then held her hand fairly high above the flame, lowering her hand until her field snuffed out the flame. 

    In a tone of true amazement, she said, "I never felt any heat! None at all!" 

    "You wouldn't feel a blowtorch or a laser, either. Your p-field will stop or turn most handgun ammo up to 9mm or so. It'll try to deflect anything bigger, but if the baddie has a .40 caliber or a .357 magnum, don't let him shoot at you. Even if it doesn't penetrate your field, it'll hurt like hell." Without warning, I swiped my knife blade firmly across the back of her hand. 

    Torres yelped and snatched her hand away, then realized she wasn't bleeding. Eyeing the spot, she said in that same tone of wonder, "I felt the pressure, but it didn't cut me!" 

    Grinning at Denise, I said in a confidential tone, "That's why they call it a 'protective' field, y'know. It protects." 

    She snickered softly. Torres sighed and gave me a droll look as she put her lighter away. 

    "That's about it," I said, "P-fields aren't invincible. If there's gunfire, get behind something on general principles. Arrows, shrapnel, and lots of other projectiles hit harder than bullets. A well-pitched baseball wouldn't penetrate your field, but it could knock you on your ass and the impact could break your arm, leg, or ribs. Don't worry about radiation. Don't worry about heat up to around 3,000 degrees." 

    When I stopped talking, both ladies sat staring as they digested what they'd heard. Torres almost whispered, "Uh... 3,000 degrees? That'll melt steel, won't it?" 

    "Some kinds yes, some kinds no. Depends on the alloy. Oh, yeah, and since the field forms a massless layer around your body, it's ideal for water safety. You'll float like a cork. If you're completely underwater, your field will maintain a breathable layer of air around your body." Squinting at her hand as if to see the field, Denise asked, "Uh, won't the air go stale pretty quickly?" 

    "No. The PFM maintains the mixture according to your height or depth. Top of a mountain or under a hundred feet of water; no problem." 

    "Jesus!" muttered Torres, "I only ever knew they could stop bullets and stuff! I had no idea they could do all that!" 

    I sighed and said, "There's only one little caveat." Torres' gaze narrowed as she repeated, "Caveat? What kind of caveat?" Denise seemed equally concerned. I stood up and indicated she should move to sit by Torres. She moved and I sat where I could address them both at once. 

    "Contraception," I said. "PFM's prevent conception while they're worn. It takes about a week after taking one off to get the reproductive system going again. That's one of the reasons they haven't hit the market. The politicians and preachers won't let PFM's be sold in the US and most other countries." Both women sharply eyed their PFM's. Torres looked up at me and asked, 

"Are you bullshitting me? This thing can really do that?" 

    "Yup. No bullshit. Works on men as well as women." Peering hard at me, she said, "Bulletproof fields I'd heard of, but not this. I just don't think I can believe this." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I don't have to care whether you believe it. Call 3rd World about it sometime." 

    She was about to say something when the bus driver hit the brakes and the bus swerved. People yelled and screamed up front and loose stuff tumbled under the seats and forward in the aisleway. 

    Bracing against the seat in front of me, I kept Denise from slamming face-first into the seat ahead of her. Torres missed a grab at the back of a seat and almost went sprawling into the aisle in front of the restroom. As the bus surged forward again, Sue pinged my implant and said, "Someone cut in front of the bus. No problem." 

    "Thanks, Sue," I whispered. 

    Denise looked at me oddly and continued to look at me as Torres got up and went forward to see what happened. 

    "Yes'm?" I asked. 

    "Did you just say, 'thanks, Sue'?" 

    "Yup. She told me we just missed having an accident." 

    "How?" 

    "Someone cut in front of the bus." 

    "Not that, damn it! How did she tell you about it?" Pretending enlightenment, I replied, "Oh, that. Well, my apologies, of course, but that's classified." 

    Torres had taken a look up front and returned. She asked, "What's classified?" 

    Denise snapped, "I just heard him say 'thanks, Sue'. He was talking to her, but she wasn't here." 

    Glancing at me, Torres turned back to Denise and said, "Big deal. He used a radio or something." 

    "His hands were empty." 

    Shaking my head, I grinned and said, "No they weren't," and held up my coffee mug. 

    With a little sigh, Torres said, "So he's got a bug in his pocket or something. That just means that someone's probably listening to everything we say." Looking at me, she asked, "Is that how it is?" Nodding, I stated, "Yup, sure is. Sue hears all, sees all. She's a reg'lar goddess, ma'am." 

    Torres sat down as she said, "After that disappearing act, I'm almost ready to believe she's a ghost, anyway. How does she do that?" With a fat grin, I replied, "Classified." In a conversational tone, she said, "Oh, fuck you and your 'classified'. I've read about her. She does that all the time." 

    Laughing, I said, "For someone who's read about her, she sure surprised the hell out of you. Coming and going." 

    Denise asked, "You knew he could talk to her like this --and that he might be bugged --and you didn't tell me?!" 

    Looking at Denise as if she might be a tad nuts, Torres sighed, "Rule one, Grasshopper; always assume someone's listening to every damned word you say at all times. To answer your question; do you happen to remember when he said, 

'Okay, Sue' just before she appeared?" 

    Her mouth open to make a sharp retort, Denise froze. Subsiding, she muttered, "Oh. Yeah. Damn." Snorting a chuckle, Torres turned to me and said, "Ed, we'll have an hour and a half in Montgomery." 

    "Yeah, and..?" 

    "According to my briefings, there's a Wendy's restaurant not far from the station. I've seen what's offered in bus station restaurants, so I suggest we go there. It may not be ritzy, but at least the food hasn't been under heat lamps all day." 

    "Yeah," said Denise, "And I'll be able to get a salad." 

    "Suits me," I said, "Assume we'll be observed. I'll ask the driver if there's a fast food place in the area, just to make things look right. If he doesn't know, we'll ask around until someone does." Nodding, Torres said, "Good. I'll pretend to overhear you and ask if you want some company." Fixing me with her gaze, she grinningly added, "Remember to say 'yes' when I ask." 

    "What happened to making it look easy, ma'am? Won't the Arabs consider a threesome inconvenient?" 

    "They were using AK74's when they tried to hit the bus. Somehow I don't think extra bodies will bother them much." 

    "Ah. Good point. I'm glad you notice the little things, ma'am. Got any other... um... instructions for us?" 

    Giving me a wry little smirk, she answered, "No. No other instructions. Not at this time, anyway." 

    Denise leaned to peer past the seat backs toward the front of the bus and asked, "Do you think we're being watched? On this bus, I mean?" I waited to see what Miz Torres of the NIA would say. She straightened against the wall of the restroom and took a breath, glanced up the aisleway, and said, "No, I really don't think so. But there's no way to be sure." Looking at me, she asked, "What do you think?" 

    "I doubt the Arabs have anyone on this bus," I said, "It's not impossible, but doubtful." 

    "Why?" asked Denise. "They could have had someone meet the bus and get aboard." 

    "True. One person. Maybe two. People who'd be stranded if they did anything between towns unless there's another chase car. But if there's another chase car, they'd see no need to put people on board. They'd just take another whack at the bus." 

    Torres chuckled, "The first attempt failed and their people were arrested. Why would they try that again?" 

    Denise asked, "Because they're arrogant assholes?" That got another chuckle out of Torres, but she shook her head. "I don't think they'll try a road hit again. I think they'll try something in a stationary format." 

    'A stationary format'. Now they call them 'formats'? What the hell happened to 'scenarios'? Were they too old-school? Did the government agencies hire people specifically to sit around thinking up ever more inane ways to abuse words? 

    "Yeah, that could definitely happen," I said, "But I wouldn't rule out another attempt on the road." 

    In a flat, quiet tone, Denise looked at Torres and asked, "You're talking about a sniper, aren't you?" Denise's voice rose a notch as she asked, "So why the hell are you suggesting we go for a damned walk? Shouldn't you be telling me to stay away from windows or something?" 

    "No," I said, "That's my job. Now assume that a sniper is waiting for us. He'd be expecting us to mill around inside the station in a strange town, not go for a walk and take a chance on missing our bus. He'd be expecting to have all the time in the world to pop you and make his escape." Torres commented, "There could be more than one sniper." Nodding, I agreed, "There could be, but by the time we get there and get off the bus, I doubt there'll be any risk at all." Goggling at me, Denise yelped, "You doubt it?! You doubt it?! Do you have any idea how UN-reassuring that sounds?" 

    Sue sent theta waves at the women as she appeared. Both women managed a small gasp, but that's all. 

    "Yes, there's a sniper," said Sue, "But he'll be monitored and neutralized just before you step off the bus." 

    "Neutralized?" asked Torres, "How? By a SWAT team? That's cutting it pretty damned close, isn't it?" 
Chapter Ten

    Giving her a disgusted look, I asked, "You NIA people have never heard of stun wands?" 

    Returning my disgusted look, Torres dismissively replied, "Yeah, I've heard of them. I've seen them, too." She patted her waist and said, "We'd rather put our faith in these." 

    "Uh, huh." Looking out the window, I saw cattle near a pond in a big pasture. Taking my stun wand out of my sleeve, I said, "I'll see how many I can get. You keep count for me." 

    My targets were about a football field away. I didn't bother with my wand; using my implant, I sent stuns at eleven cows before a stand of trees blocked my view. 

    As the cows fell over one by one, Torres and Denise let forth various sounds of amazement. Once we were past the cows, Torres quickly reached to grab the wand out of my hand and studied it intently. 

    After a moment, she looked up and whisperingly --and almost plaintively

--exclaimed, "But-it's-just-a-goddamned-plastic-stick?!" Taking it back, I said, "No, it just looks like plastic," as I put it back in my sleeve. "The cows will wake up shortly and go back to mowing grass. The sniper will wake up in custody." 

    Turning to Denise, I asked, "Do you feel reassured yet?" Staring at me, she mumbled, "Uh... Yeah, I guess so." 

    "Jesus!" hissed Torres, "Why don't we have those? Why haven't I been issued one? I know the FBI has some." 

    Giving her an arch look, I said, "Ask your bosses. Better yet, don't waste time asking and just switch agencies. The NIA knows about these gadgets, but they won't let them in." 

    "For God's sake, why?" 

    "Like I said, ask them. And don't be surprised if you aren't allowed to wear your PFM or they order you to return it." 

    She looked at me in disbelief, then her eyes hardened and she seemed to retreat a bit. 

    "Just what the hell do you have against the NIA?" I sighed, "Wrong question and definitely an argumentative attitude. You're ready to valiantly defend your agency against my slanderous remarks, but I don't feel like arguing, ma'am. Ask me again when you really want to know." To Sue, I asked, "Are stun wands available today?" She smilingly answered, "Oh, I think I could probably spare a couple of them." 

    As I said, "Thank you, milady," two stun wands flitted down the aisle from the region of my aisle seat to Sue's left hand. She gave one to each of the ladies and said through my implant, "By the way, you now have only three apples in your backpack. I needed raw mass to create these wands." I grinned at her and nodded slightly as the ladies examined their wands. Torres eyed hers almost suspiciously. Denise held hers up to the light from the window and turned it several directions as she studied it. A sign for a restaurant in Troy, Alabama went past the window. A glance at Denise's watch told me it was almost four in the afternoon. We'd reach Montgomery around five on our adjusted schedule. 

    "Ladies," I said, "We're almost into Troy. You'll have about an hour to practice with those before we reach Montgomery. Sue, could we have a target just under the window? It doesn't have to chime, but I guess it ought to show strike intensity. Something inconspicuous would probably be good, too, just in case someone looks back here." 

    Sue said, "Okay," and a six-inch white disk appeared on the seat under the window. 

    Taking her hand, I kissed it, looked into her eyes, and said, "Thank you, ma'am. You're far too good for me, y'know." 

    She grinned and replied, "Oh, I know, but I like you anyway. Will you need anything else?" 

    Glancing at the target, I shrugged and sighed, "I guess not, milady. You're hinting you're about to leave again, right?" Chuckling, Sue said, "Yes, I am. Goodbye, all." Denise's eyes got big as Sue faded herself to nothing in front of her. Torres watched Sue disappear, then turned to stare oddly at me. 

    "Yes?" I asked. 

    "Nothing," she said, "I don't even want to speculate." I laughed, "Oh, why not, ma'am? I certainly have. Can't help it, really. She's gorgeous." Leaning toward her in a conspiratorial fashion, I lowered my voice and grinningly asked, "What do you think my chances would be?" Eyeing me narrowly, Torres very obviously noted my Army shirt and boots and replied, "Well, I hate to burst your bright little bubble of hope, but I think she's way out of your league. Maybe way out of any man's league." I stalled a moment, then asked, "Think so, huh?" 

    "Yes. I do." 

    "Well, would you mind terribly if I hang onto my 'bright little bubble of hope' anyway?" 

    With a grinning shrug, she chuckled, "Oh, no, of course not. You go right ahead. Cherish it if you want." 

    "Thank you. As soon as we're out of Troy, you'll take some shots at that target. We'll need this seat, so I suggest we all take seats and place our packs and whatnot where we can prevent anyone from sitting in the last couple of rows." 

    Nodding, Torres got up and went to her seat. She took her small bag down from the overhead bin and placed it in her seat, then put her backpack in the seat behind it. 

    Denise did the same, placing her backpack in the seat behind mine. I put my pack on my seat and started to return to the bench seat at the rear, but Torres had stretched out on it as if she'd be trying to take a nap. All in all, we'd blocked the last three seats on both sides of the aisle. Good enough. I sat down and read my magazine, keeping an eye on the aisleway, until the bus got underway. 

    We'd gained four new passengers, all black and all women of varying ages. 

    "Flitter," I whispered, "Tell me about the four new passengers, please." It did so. All of them seemed to be just plain ol' people on their ways to various places for various reasons. 

    "Okay. Thanks, flitter." 

    I headed back to the bench seat and Denise rose to follow me. Once we were all together, I sent a stun at the target so they could see the results. In the center of the disk the number 100 appeared in brilliant blue. As with most people, it took the ladies some time to get a handle on generating stuns, but once they managed that, a more or less polite competition began between them. 

    We had to suspend practice when a couple of people visited the restroom, but by the time we reached Montgomery, both ladies were generating thirty-percent stuns. 

    Sue popped in and dissipated the target, then said, "There's been a change of plans. The sniper and his accomplice have been closely monitored since they took their positions, but they haven't been in contact with anyone. We're hoping they'll let someone know when the bus arrives, but if not, we'll have to let the sniper make his attempt." 

    Denise went bug-eyed and nearly yelped, "What?!" but she caught herself and let the word out as a hissing shriek. 

    I held up an index finger and said, "Let her finish, ma'am." She looked at me, then at Sue, who nodded and said, "I will assume your appearance and allow the sniper to shoot me. The sniper --or a watching accomplice --is expected to report the news of your demise." Sue grinned and added, "And if he doesn't, we expect him to make a report of another sort when the real you steps off the bus." 

    Grinning, I said, "Sounds like fun, ma'am. Do I have any lines to rehearse, or should I just ad lib over your body?" Sue chuckled and replied, "Ad lib. And I expect you to bring the audience to tears, of course." 

    Saluting smartly, I said, "Oh, yes, milady! As you say, milady! Sign me up for a Susan Lucci award!" 

    Torres asked, "A what award?" 

    "Susan Lucci," said Denise, "She's been on a daytime TV soap since she was about fourteen. Where the Emmy awards were concerned, she was always a bridesmaid. Nineteen nominations, but no cigar. It became a joke in the industry --and later, a public joke --that she'd threatened to start her own TV award show. One year she finally got an Emmy, and it was news on a par with a celebrity wedding." 

    Still appearing to only vaguely understand, Torres nonetheless nodded slightly. She turned to me and said, "I can see how she'd know something like that, but how is it you know anything about a soap opera star?" Denise grinned and echoed, "Yeah, how?" 

    With a small shrug, I said, "No mystery. I met her in passing back in the eighties. A beautiful woman, but a little too thin for my taste. She seemed to be weathering an airline delay pretty well. She wasn't acting like a spoiled brat and she spent some time with her fans rather than hide in a lounge until the other plane was ready. After that, every time I heard her name on the news it registered." 

    Sue said, "Time is short, so let's return to the issue at hand, please. Ed, your acting skills probably won't be tested today. The bullet will be redirected and Agent Torres will guide me to safety inside the terminal restroom, where I'll disappear. Denise, you'll remain concealed on the bus until the sniper is in custody. When you step down, his accomplice will likely conclude that the sniper shot at the wrong woman." Denise laughed softly and said, "Not only missed, but shot at the wrong person. Yeah, someone'll definitely have to make some kind of report. Jeee-zus! Do you really think we can pull this off?" As I gave Denise a big grin, Sue replied simply, "Yes." The driver announced our arrival as we maneuvered through city streets, then we entered the terminal's lot. Denise ducked low on the rear seat to stay out of sight and Sue rearranged herself to become an exact replica of Denise, which made both ladies marvel aloud as the bus stopped and the door opened. Once everybody else was off the bus, we grabbed our luggage. I stepped off ahead of Torres and Sue and crossed the walkway to make a gallant production of holding the terminal door open for them. 

    When I flourishingly gestured with my coffee mug to invite them into the building, Torres stepped down and eyed the area just as her job description required, then she nodded slightly as she stepped aside. Sue pretended to slip on the middle step in order to screw up any plans the sniper may have had to shoot the moment she came into view. She

'struggled' upright and shouldered Denise's backpack, then headed for the terminal door. 

    A spot on the tiled wall just above and beyond Sue's head seemed to explode and the sound of the shot arrived as Torres yelled, "Sniper!" and shoved Sue into a sprawl through the terminal door, diving through the door behind her. I let go of the door and got down behind the nearest driveway roof-support pillar. 

    As the door's pneumatic hinge slowly allowed it to close, I saw Torres hustling Sue toward the restrooms in the center of the terminal. Two minutes passed and no cops showed up, not even terminal guards. Keying my implant after about ten minutes, I asked, "Sue, have they stunned the sniper yet?" 

    She replied, "No, Ed." 

    Dashing to the open door of the bus and leaping up the steps, I asked, 

"Any idea why not?" 

    "To allow time for communications during his attempted escape." Hunkered low inside the bus, I made my way to the back as I asked, "And has he actually made an attempt to escape?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    Sighing, I said, "Sue, if the sniper hasn't already hauled ass, he's ready to shoot again. He isn't a hired gun or a person who'll do the common sense thing; he's a religious nut. I'm going to keep Denise on the bus until he's bagged." 

    Denise had peeked around the seats and seen me coming. I set my backpack and coffee mug on the deck and told her to stay down and out of sight. When five more minutes had passed since the shot had been fired, I called up a field screen and opened a link to Linda. 

    Linda saw my expression and Denise's and a view of bus seats from floor level and said, "Hello, Denise. Ed, what's up?" 

    "The sniper took his shot about ten minutes ago. No apparent response from the fuzz yet. It's gonna look phony as hell if they don't get into this fast. I thought you might want to give somebody a call and kick his ass into gear, ma'am." 

    Nodding, she said, "Stand by," and closed the link. Denise's eyes were like saucers as she stared at the blank field screen. I let it dissipate and her gaze switched to me as she almost shouted, "That was my Aunt Linda! And what was that..." she drew a rough square in the air where the screen had been and finished, "That... thing?!" Taking a sip of my remaining coffee, I grinningly said, "Well, duh, lady. It was pretty obviously a communications screen, wouldn't you say?" Her amazed look became something of a glower. 

    "Sorry," I said, "Couldn't help it. We're just going to stay put until Sue or Linda calls it clear out there." 

    Keying my implant, I asked, "Sue? Sitrep?" I felt theta waves and Sue appeared sitting cross-legged in front of us. She called up a field screen on which the sniper was shown lying on the roof of a nearby building, aiming in the direction of the terminal door I'd held for Torres and Sue. 

    The theta waves stopped as I watched SWAT personnel bash in the building's doors. There were well over a dozen cop cars around the building. 

    "Milton Larcon of the NIA delayed response by the police," said Sue, "He wanted to give the sniper and his accomplice as much time as possible to make contact. No such contact has been made." 

    Watching the screen, I said, "He stands a really good chance of blowing the op. The Arabs aren't stupid. They knew their hitter would get hit. Does the Montgomery PD have stun wands?" 

    Nodding, Sue replied, "Yes, they do." 

    "Then why don't I see any wands, ma'am? Why are all the SWAT guys carrying M4's and AR-15's?" 

    Sue's gaze narrowed and she disappeared, leaving the screen up for us. We watched as the sniper turned his rifle around to fire at the first guys to reach the roof, who fired back and shredded the sniper. Hm. Was there yet another level of intrigue afoot? It was a toss-up. Could be someone only vaguely familiar with wands and without specific orders to use them had decided to go with what he knew would work. I'd done that once in the early days, so I had no trouble believing it as a possibility. Or could be they had an ID on the sniper and knew he was a nobody who wouldn't know anything useful and someone had decided to make a show of it. A stupid move on someone's part, 'cuz there'd be a helluva lot of questions later. 

    Or, as bizarre as it sounded, maybe somebody official had a reason for silencing the sniper. 

    "Denise," I said, thumbing at the door, "Grab your gear and let's go. Flitter, where's Agent Torres?" 

    "Flitter?" asked Denise, getting to her feet with her bag. The flitter responded, "Agent Torres is in the terminal's restroom alcove, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    "Flitter?" Denise asked again. 

    "Later," I said, leading the way to the door. "Listen up, now. The accomplice will be watching the general area. We're gonna pretend we don't know the sniper's down. I'll open the terminal door and you run through it when I signal." 

    Denise nodded briskly. "Okay." 

    For the benefit of anyone watching, I made an extensive production of apparent caution about leaving the bus, then I dashed to the terminal door and yanked it open, dropped my backpack in front of it to keep it open, and got behind the roof's support-pillar again. 

    Using a small, tight gesture, I signaled Denise to go for the doorway. She did so, looking neither right nor left as she jumped down from the bus and sprinted for the doorway. 

    Grabbing my bag as I went through the doorway, I joined her on the other side of the block wall inside the terminal. Torres saw us and nodded. I gestured for her to join us. 

    Once we were all together, I said, "I'd still rather eat at Wendy's. Let's get the hell out of here," and pointed at the terminal's front doors. As we headed that way, a cop hurriedly entered and looked around. Torres turned around to face away from him and I grabbed Denise, turning her so the cop would see only the back of her head as I kissed her. It's an ancient trick, but it hardly ever fails unless those looking are inclined to look again. If they are so inclined, they have time to be thorough, and you probably wouldn't get past them anyway. The cop waved and yelled to someone outside, then hurried past us to the driveway doors, muttering into his epaulet-mounted radio. Releasing Denise, I said, "Okay, let's go." If I'd grabbed and kissed Torres like that the moment a cop had appeared, she'd have understood immediately. Not Denise. She'd turned beet-red and stayed that way as Torres and I looked through the glass doors for cops outside. The walkway was clear for the moment, so we pushed through the doors to the sidewalk outside. 

    A taxi had just let someone off across the street and was waiting for a break in traffic to get moving again. I whistled and waved at him and he waited as we jogged over to him and circled the car to the passenger side. 

    "The nearest Wendy's," I said, "How much?" Laughing, the cabbie pointed up the hill behind us and said in accented English, "It only three blocks. Five bucks, off meter if you not need receipt. What going on in there?" 

    Opening the back door for the ladies, I said, "I think the cops are looking for somebody." 
Chapter Eleven

    Torres gushed at the cabbie, "I'm so glad you were here! I just couldn't handle any more bus station food!" 

    The driver laughed again and turned right at the corner to go up the hill as I watched the terminal through the back window. Leaving the terminal had been far too easy, of course. The place should have been swarming with cops. The glance Torres gave me when I turned to face front let me know she was thinking the same thing. Looking at the back of the driver's seat, I saw the driver's name was Abdul Mohammed. Oh, wonderful. I aimed a finger at the sign. Torres feigned dropping her purse and leaned down to read the sign, then looked up at me while still behind the seat. On her face was one of those eye-rolling 'Oh, the irony!' expressions. 

    Denise also looked at the sign and her gaze became rather stark before she turned to me. I shrugged. Sometimes a cab driver is just a cab driver, y'know. Three blocks later I gave the guy five bucks and we trooped into Wendy's. Lines weren't too long, so we had our food within about ten minutes and went in search of a table. 

    While taking a window table didn't seem a good idea, it probably wouldn't have made much difference, since the entire dining area was one big room surrounded by tall windows. 

    Torres chose a table by the backside of the condiments counter and went for napkins and forks. After she sat down with her back to the condiments counter, Denise looked around the restaurant, drew a deep breath, seemed to relax to the point of slumping in her seat. 

    She asked, "Do you think it's safe to talk here?" I noticed her trembling hands. She noticed them, too, and clasped them together in her lap as Torres flapped a hand and chuckled, "Oh, you poor, naive white muchacha, it's never safe to talk these days." 

    "Watch out there," I said, "You're getting all ethnic on us." She laughed, "Oh, fuck you, you non-Hispanic white boy. What're you? 

Irish? German?" 

    "Some of each and Scottish. A little Blackfoot indian, too; just enough to qualify for free college money once upon a time in the seventies." 

    "Woo-hoo! You're almost one of us minorities!" 

    "Damned near it. Doesn't seem to get in the way, though." I examined my arm and said, "Must not show, huh?" 

    She shook her head and snorted a laugh around a bite of burger. "Nah, you ain't nearly brown enough, white boy." 

    "Oh, well. I've lived with it this long. Hey, Hispanic person, when you were in the restroom, did you find out why Milton Larcon held the response so long?" 

    Torres froze in the midst of another bite. Her eyes locked on mine and she let the burger return to her tray unbitten. A lot would depend on what came out of her mouth in the next few minutes, so I kept quiet and let her assemble her response. 

    She asked quietly, "You think I called him?" Laughing, I said, "You had time, privacy, and a cell phone. If you didn't check in, you damned well should have, and I may have to rat on you at the Spook Club meeting next Friday." 

    Glancing at Denise, Torres returned her gaze to me. "Okay, so I checked in. Not with Larcon; he's too far up the line." 

    Grinning, I asked, "Did you tell your control about your new toys?" Torres gave me the finger and snapped, "No, I didn't." 

    "Um... Well... Excuse me, of course, but aren't you supposed to report everything, Miz T? Every little thing, especially any um... gifts... from the enemy?" 

    "You're hardly the enemy, Ed. You may be a pain in the ass, but I believe we've established that we're on the same side." 

    "Heh. Well, that's nice to hear, of course, but if that's the case, why didn't you mention your new wand and PFM?" 

    Torres glared across the table at me and growled, "I just didn't, okay? 

Think you can comprehend that? I just didn't!" 

    Raising both hands protestingly, I leaned back as if to evade her reach. 

"Woo! Yes'm! You just didn't. Got it, ma'am." Denise snickered, then dug industriously into her salad. We were nearly finished eating when two cops peered into the restaurant and one of them used his radio as the other opened the door. 

    They came to our table, apparently focused on Denise. One of the cops asked her if she was her and asked for her ID. She pulled her purse onto the table and was about to produce it when Torres stood up and walked around the table. 

    "She's with us. Why are you asking her for ID?" The black cop said, "Stay out of this, ma'am." 

    "Why are you just asking her for ID? Why not ours, too?" 

    "Ma'am, I asked you to stay out of this." 

    "No, you told me to stay out of it. You didn't even say 'please', and I don't like being ordered around." 

    The white cop had a deep drawl as he asked, "You wanna go to jail, lady? 

Back off." 

    "Won't happen," said Torres, "I want to know..." The black cop reached for his cuff case and growled, "You ain't on our list, lady, so just shut the fuck up while you can." Tapping Torres on the butt, I said, "Show him your wand." Yeah, that got their attention. Both cops cast startled glances at me, then eyed Torres warily. She smiled and showed them the small white wand in her hand as she used it. 

    The black one went down altogether, but the white one was still on his knees, half-conscious and fighting to stay that way. 

    Torres knelt beside him and patted his face to get his attention as she said, "Be nice and I won't have to do that again. Why did you want her ID?" The white cop struggled to pull himself together like a drunk at a traffic stop. 

    "She's... s'pos... supos... supposed to be... on a bus." 

    "And why the hell do you care where she is?" 

    "We was t-t-told to find her. B-bring her back." 

    "And you couldn't call someone and say we'd just left the station for dinner? Are you and your friend retarded?" 

    I reached to put a hand on her shoulder. 

    "They had orders, Miz T. They weren't supposed to 'figure' anything. Something to consider, ma'am; the white one radioed in when he saw us. This place will be full of bluecoats shortly if he doesn't tell someone that everything's okay." 

    Eyeing the cop, who was still trying to gather himself, I added, "And that doesn't seem likely. They're gonna be pissed, I think." Torres turned to look at me and said softly, "Let 'em be pissed. They can't do anything about it." 

    Sighing, I shrugged and went back to what was left of my burger and fries. 

"Okay, lady. Play it your way. As soon as these fries are gone, we're outta here." 

    Denise tensely said, "Uh, yeah," picked up her drink cup, and stood up to ease past the cops and Torres. 

    Giving the white cop another zap with her wand that put him out cold on the floor, Torres said, "No hurry," and reached across the table to wrap the remains of her burger and fries. She managed to fit them into her purse, picked up her drink cup, and grinningly said, "Okay. Now we can go." Once we were outside, I let them get ahead a bit and quietly said, 

"Flitter, put a refracting field around Denise and Torres, please. Nobody needs to see them walk to the bus terminal. I'll walk ahead of them to clear the way." 

    Luckily there was very little foot traffic on the sidewalks. As we waited for the light to cross the street in front of the terminal, I suggested that we walk around the station to the bus. The ladies agreed. When we got there, we found the bus door closed and cops on the walkway. While we were between our bus and one that said it was going to Atlanta, I canceled the flitter's field. 

    A cop turned around, saw us standing by our bus, and instantly used his radio as he walked toward us. Whatever reply he received made him stop before he stepped off the curb and mutter into his radio again. We decided to head into the terminal to kill the fifteen minutes or so before the bus was supposed to leave, but before we could go anywhere, we were approached by a woman in a bus driver's uniform. 

    "May I see your tickets?" she asked. 

    After confirming our tickets, she opened the bus door for us and we boarded, again occupying the rear bench seat and a few others. A few minutes later the bus was underway again with a mix of old and new passengers. As the bus negotiated traffic to reach US-80 and head for Selma, Alabama, Torres's butt chirped. She lifted herself enough to get her cell phone out of her pocket, checked the number, and apologized as she ducked into the restroom. 

    Uh, huh. The cops had reported being stunned and which member of our little group had done the stunning. It seemed likely to me that Torres might be getting an ass-chewing from someone she hadn't told about her stun wand. She'd left her purse on the seat. No agents of any intelligence branch are that careless. I felt like picking it up and saying, "Testing, testing, one, two, three..." 

    Oh, well. They already knew about me through various records and knew that I'd chatted with Sue and my flitter during various ops like the disappearing mountain in Iran. 

    "Flitter," I said quietly, "Is Agent Torres talking with Milton Larcon?" Through my implant, the flitter answered, "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is he giving her a lot of obnoxious noise?" 

    "No, Ed." After a moment, the flitter said, "But further analysis would indicate that you'd like to know if he has done so previously during this call. Is that supposition correct?" 

    "Yes, it is, flitter, and you're becoming much more adept at detecting inferences. Was some of the 'noise' about having used the wand on two cops?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Was some of it about having accepted field devices?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter." 

    Denise eyed me and whispered, "I haven't seen any flitters. Where's the one you're talking to?" 

    Pointing upward, I said, "Somewhere up there." 

    "You don't know where it is?" 

    Giving her a 'what kind of question is that?' look, I asked, "Why would I need to know that, Denise?" 

    She sighed with apparent frustration and subsided, her arms crossed and a look of irritation on her face. I studied her briefly. Sometimes she reminded me of a petulant teenager, but other times she was all woman. At the moment she was being a petulant teen. 

    "Knock it off," I said, "I can't tell you some things I know and I can't tell you anything I don't know, so lose the attitude. What'll you do about a job in Dallas?" 

    Her irritated glower became a confused look before she replied, "Hell, I don't know. Office work of some kind." She sat up straight and faced me. "I'm not worried about finding another job, but I hated leaving all my stuff behind." 

    "It should be okay for a while. When this mess is over I can help you get it to Dallas." 

    "It's all the stuff in a two-bedroom apartment, Ed." 

    "No biggie. You pack it, I'll haul it." 

    "You'd do that? Why?" 

    I shrugged. "Because you're Linda's niece. Because we'll have the use of a flitter and it won't take very long." 

    She gave that some thought and echoed, "But mostly because I'm Linda's niece, right?" 

    Nodding, I agreed, "Yup. The same reason I'm on this bus. Linda's a good friend of mine, Denise." 

    "You said she was ordered to stay out of this. Does your being here mean she could lose her job or her retirement or... or go to prison? Or anything like that?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Doubtful. Very damned doubtful, in fact. Linda's a rather powerful woman." 

    Grinning, I added, "Besides, I didn't ask her permission to help, y'know? 

I just sort of invited myself along and called her after I was aboard the bus." 

    Denise eyed me for a moment, then asked, "Does that mean you could get into trouble?" 

    "Again, very doubtful." 

    With a grin, she asked, "Are you saying you're a very powerful person, too?" 

    "No, I'm saying I don't give a damn. I don't stick with Linda for money or power. Take away my job with her and I'll find other ways to stay busy. Hell, I retired once and I can do it again, with or without the extra pension." 

    "What'll you do about money?" 

    Shrugging again, I said, "Book sales. Computer repair. Other sources they can't touch." 

    "Book sales? You're really a book author?" 

    "Yup. That Abintra Press card I gave you is real. So is my trip to pick up a bike in Texas. I'll probably gloss over some of the details and find a way to incorporate this bus ride into a book someday." Denise started to say something else, but the restroom door opened and Torres fought the swaying of the bus to get to her seat. She looked at the phone in her hand and sighed. 

    "I almost lost this damned thing in the commode when the bus hit a dip." Looking past Denise at me, she said, "They know about my stun wand now." I chuckled, "Yeah, zapping two cops might have tipped them off, I guess. You told them about the PFM, too?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Bet they told you its use would be provisional." She sighed, "Yeah, so?" 

    Denise asked, "Provisional? What does that mean?" 

    "It means," Torres said irritatedly, "Permission required every single damned time I use it." 

    "Yup," I said, "Sounds as if they're still kinda stupid about field gadgets." 

    Bridling, Torres said, "Ignorant, perhaps, but..." 

    "No, ma'am," I cut in, "Not ignorant. They know what PFM's and wands are, what they can do, and how they work, yet the NIA won't acquire them. That's why I used the word 'stupid'. I don't want to argue. I just want you to know why I have an attitude about the NIA. Now I'd like to discuss what else the Arabs may throw at us and when." 

    Torres said, "I'd like to add 'why' to that list. Why do they keep coming at us? What's Denise supposed to have or know?" 

    I looked at Denise and asked, "Well? Does anything come to mind, ma'am?" Shaking her head, she said, "No, but I'm feeling pretty stupid at the moment." With a deep sigh, she put her head in her hands and said, "I've been so scared. I haven't slept since Saturday and I skipped town this morning with the cash in my purse and what I could borrow from a friend. I was afraid to use my checks or credit cards for fear of being traced." Looking up, she said, "But they've known where I was all the time. If I had my cards or checkbook with me, I could have rented a car or bought an airline ticket at least as far back as Tallahassee. I wouldn't have to be on this damned bus, waiting for the next guy in line to take a shot at me." Fatigue and depression. She looked to be on the verge of tears. Torres put a hand on Denise's and said, "Think about this, Denise. If you'd been alone in a car when the Arabs in that Cadillac found you, you'd be dead. Things are better this way. Really." 

    When Torres looked at me, I agreed, "Yup. Have to agree, ma'am. This way you're still a target, but you're getting some help. If you're wondering whether it's all worthwhile, don't. A lot of people think things are serious enough to risk a busload of people to draw the Arabs out." Denise just looked at me for a moment, then said, "Tell me what they found, Ed. What the hell's worth all this?" 
Chapter Twelve

    Shaking my head, I said, "Can't." 

    With a deep, frustrated sigh of exasperation, Denise dragged her backpack out of the seat ahead of us and fished out her water bottle. Her motions were quick and angry as she twisted the top and drank, then twisted it shut, almost tossed it back in the bag, and pretty much slung the bag around the seat to put it back. 

    "Torres," I said, "Turn off your purse." Blinking at me, she asked, "What?" 

    "The bug. Turn it off or I will." 

    She growled, "Touching my purse could get you hurt." Nodding, I keyed my implant and said, "Flitter, please disable any listening devices in Agent Torres's purse or on her person. For that matter, disable any clandestine monitoring devices you may find on this bus and report their locations." 

    "Yes, Ed. There are three such devices. One is in Agent Torres's purse, one is beneath the seat directly in front of you, and one is in the restroom." 

    "Thanks flitter. You're a marvel, as always." Denise had a quizzical expression and Torres was giving me a fisheye look as I called up a one-foot field screen and sent a two-chime link request to Linda. 

    One chime means it's a personal call from the house or in the open with maybe Tiger for company. Two chimes mean to answer cautiously due to the kind of company I may have. 

    Torres recoiled hard and fetched up against the restroom wall when the screen appeared in the air before us. I put a hand through the screen to show her it was harmless, then ignored her when she hissed, "What the hell is that?!" 

    Linda opened a voice-only link and said, "I'm here." 

    "Fearless Leader, I have NIA company and Denise would like a word with you. Quietly please, there are people a few seats ahead of us." 

    "Quietly it is. Would that be the same NIA company to whom you issued a provisional PFM and stun wand?" 

    "Wow, you're really on top of things. Yes'm. The very same company." Linda chuckled, "I've already heard from Larcon about that. He must think we're trying to corrupt her. Okay, Dragonfly, hang on one while I clear my desk." 

    Denise gave me a fisheye and soundlessly mouthed 'Dragonfly? Fearless Leader?' I gave her a grin. 

    Linda couldn't have timed her screen appearance better. Torres was reaching to try to touch the screen when Linda's face appeared. Torres yanked her hand back with a yelp. 

    Grinning, Linda said, "Hello, all. Denise, it's nice to see you again, but I can only give you about five minutes right now. What's on your mind?" 

    "Ah... Hello, Aunt Linda. I... I asked Ed... well, I wanted to know why the Arabs are after me. He said I'd have to ask you what was found that... well, that has them all upset." 

    With a snicker, Linda echoed, "'Has them all upset.' Yes, it definitely has them all upset, Denise. But how would it benefit you to know what was found and how would telling you benefit those of us trying to keep a lid on things?" 

    "So you won't tell me, either?" 

    "Not simply to satisfy your curiosity. What did Ed tell you about what was found?" 

    "Only that it was very nasty. That was the word he used." Linda sighed, "He has a gift for understatement. It's a lot worse than that." Leaning forward across her desk, Linda's expression turned somber as she said softly, "Denise, honey, it's so very, very bad that I'm allowing my sister's only daughter and my only niece to be used as terrorist bait." She paused to let that sink in and continued, "It was too personal for me. I couldn't deal with it and I turned to an old friend for some clear-headed advice. Instead of just talking about it, he bought a bus ticket to Texas." Turning her eyes on me, Linda said simply, "Thanks, Ed." I nodded and said, "You're gonna give me a swelled head, ma'am. I already thought I was pretty wonderful, y'know." 

    Torres rolled her eyes and groaned. Denise's choking chuckle turned into a sob and the tears began. Torres instantly put an arm around her and reassured her that everything would be all right. She sounded sincere to me and I guess she sounded sincere to Linda, who nodded slightly. 

    I saw a tiny speck of light reflect in Linda's eyes. She glanced at something on her desk and said, "Oh, hell. Just a minute," and the screen blanked. 

    Denise's hand flashed out and through the screen as she whispered, "Aunt Linda..?" in a plaintive tone. 

    "Patience," I said, "She's taking a call. She wouldn't interrupt us if it wasn't important." 

    The minute became two minutes and almost three before Linda's face reappeared and she said, "Good news, everybody. One down and one to go. They caught one of the guys from your office, Denise. He and a another man tried to rent a car in Meridian, Mississippi under a name they knew to watch for. Look, I'm about to have an office full of people. Denise, I'll talk to you later, okay?" 

    Sounding almost like a child, Denise hesitantly answered, "Uh... yeah. Okay. G'bye, Aunt Linda." 

    "Things'll be okay, Denise. Just hang in there. Ed and Agent Torres, I'll keep you posted as I hear anything. Later." 

    With that, she poked the 'off' button on her end. Torres reached behind Denise to grab my arm and place it around Denise's shoulders, then said, "I need to make a call. Back in a minute," and got up to go into the restroom. Denise's gaze narrowed. "After all this, she couldn't make the call out here?" 

    "Nah. Her boss would give her hell for it." Reaching for her bag again, Denise took her water bottle out of it, sipped, and seemed about to put it back, but canceled the move. She slung the bag back on the seat and dropped the bottle in her lap as she shifted to try to get comfortable. 

    "You could take a nap," I said, "Torres and I can probably manage things without you for a little while." 

    She sniffed and giggled. "You'll 'manage things', huh?" 

    "Yeah, we'll struggle along. If we run into anything we can't handle, we'll call you." 

    Eyeing her seat two rows ahead of us, Denise shook her head. "No. If I sleep now, I'll wake up around midnight." 

    The restroom door slid back and Torres came out tucking her cell phone into her pocket. She sat down beside Denise and said nothing for several moments, then looked at me. 

    "Confirmed," she said, "They caught him trying to rent a car." 

    "You don't sound happy about it," said Denise. "Why?" I said, "He allowed himself and a friend to be caught renting a car using a name on our watch lists. It's either a classic fuckup or it's a trick. I vote for the trick." 

    Torres nodded. "Me, too." 

    "Why?" asked Denise. 

    Grinning at her, Torres said, "Because if we're wrong it won't sting as much." Her gaze switched to me. "The office thinks it's fifty-fifty that he screwed up. I'm going to proceed under the assumption that he didn't." 

    "Sounds good to me. No disappointments later. Besides, there's still one running loose. Any info on his plans for the car or where his buddy might be?" Shaking her head, Torres answered, "They've had him less than an hour. Nothing yet." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Please check all vehicles approaching this bus for explosives and verify all their drivers. Don't just check ID info on record if more is available. If there's any reasonable doubt about a driver's identity, notify Sue and me." 

    "Then what?" asked Denise. 

    "Then Sue will have the chase cars check him out." 

    "Chase cars?" 

    Torres asked, "Did you think we're out here alone?" She grinningly pointed toward the front of the bus, then thumbed at the back and said, "They've been with us since Ashford." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, but only because someone's trying to cover his ass. Won't work. Sooner or later, he'll have to explain why the chasers weren't in place prior to Ashford." 

    "They were," Torres retorted, "The Cadillac got past them somehow." Laughing, I asked, "That's the official story, huh? Good thing you're on the bus or you might get picked." 

    Torres glared at me as Denise asked, "Picked for what?" 

    "As a sacrificial offering, ma'am. An ass to chew for the record. A back-dated paper trail for the nonexistent pre-Tallahassee chase cars will be created. They'll need drivers of record and passengers of record, 'cuz rolling surveillances are usually conducted by teams of two or more per car." Sipping my coffee, I said, "For screwups like this they use the eager new guys; the 'anything to be accepted and get ahead' guys. The volunteers will collect a few official demerits in the process of taking a hit for the team, but the demerits will be scribbled in disappearing ink." Looking at Torres, I said, "I'm not picking on you, Torres. It's like that from the hick-town police and fire departments to the White House. New guys always get the shit details." 

    Denise opened her pack and retrieved the remains of her Wendy's salad. Torres seemed to think that was a good idea and took what was left of her sandwich out of her purse. 

    As the ladies nibbled, I got up to walk the length of the bus and stretch my legs. The bus driver had dumped his gear in the frontmost right seat to keep it empty. I deliberately stood well behind the white line to avoid initiating a conversation and leaned on adjacent seat backs as I watched the road ahead for a while. 

    Some things don't change a helluva lot; this operation wasn't much different from many we'd conducted back in the Cold War days. Each side generally knew what the other side was up to. Each side knew most of the other side's players and what sorts of tactics to expect. And just as back then --in order to draw key players into the fray --one side had tossed something on the field that the other side just couldn't chance leaving there. 

    The problem was --is --that the 'other side' in the current fray wouldn't have any compunction at all about using the nuclear and biological weapons that the major powers of the Cold War had eventually rejected as altogether too goddamned dangerous for both sides. 

    The American Eagle and Russian Bear had rattled their nukes at each other for fifty years, but both had ultimately realized that neither nation would survive an all-out war. 

    Now the world --not just the US --faced a nationless swarm of self-destructive parasites labeled 'terrorists', but the label was incomplete. It should read 'Muslim terrorists', despite the phony sensitivities of the politically correct and arguments by those who would have us ignore the fact that 2080 of the world's 2200 most-wanted violent criminals happen to be terrorists, happen to be Muslim, and claim to be acting on behalf of Allah and their religion. 

    "Sir," said the driver, "I'd appreciate it if you'd take a seat. Company rules, you know?" 

    Without comment, I headed back to my own seat, fished an apple out of my pack, propped my coffee where it wouldn't tip over, and sat down to read my magazines for a while. 

    The 'while' didn't last long, of course. Torres appeared by my seat and sat down across the aisle from me. 

    She said, "You just walked away a while ago." 

    "Yup. Had stuff to think about." 

    Reaching to tap my magazine, she asked, "And now?" 

    "Still thinking. Just reading while I do it." Looking at her, I added, "If certain people will let me, that is." 

    "I thought we might have things to talk about." Closing my magazine on a finger, I replied, "Such as? And I'm not being difficult, I'm just asking. As I see it, all we can really do is wait until the Arabs try something else." 

    "What'll that be, do you think? More guns or a bomb?" 

    "Maybe guns. More likely a bomb at a bus terminal or a car bomb big enough to shred a bus." 

    "You don't look very concerned about it." 

    "No point. We have to follow the script and continue the trip. Your guys are supposed to check and secure the terminals. I'll have my flitter check them, too. In fact, we're about to dock in Selma, so stand by one." Keying my implant, I said, "Flitter, please search bus terminals along our route --and the areas within one eighth of a mile surrounding them --for explosive devices just before we reach each terminal. Also watch for people bringing explosives into the terminals while we're there. Let me know if you find any and if you can't prevent an explosion for any reason, please try to contain or redirect the explosion. If you can't do that, try to remove people from its effective vicinity, beginning with Denise and myself." Grinning across at Torres, I added, "Oh, and remove Agent Torres with Denise and me, please." 

    Torres made a face at me as the flitter said, "Yes, Ed. What time frame does 'just before' represent in this instance?" 

    "About three to five minutes should do. Anyone trying to deliver explosives into or around the terminal in less time would be conspicuous. If you find anything, I'll have time to stop the bus well away from the terminal. Do you have any questions about your orders?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Okay. Let me know if you think of any. Thanks, flitter." For a couple of moments, Torres simply looked at me, then she asked, 

"What's it like to be hooked up like that?" 

    "Convenient as hell. Comforting at times like these." 

    "You put a lot of faith in Sue and that flitter, huh?" Laughing, I replied, "Oh, yeah. It beats the hell out of trusting government agencies." 
Chapter Thirteen

    Torres gave me a droll look and asked, "Do you think they'll try anything before we get to Dallas?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Can't go wrong by being prepared. All you have to figure out is how to be prepared." 

    "You seem to have everything covered with your flitter." I grinned. "If you're feeling underemployed, we could try to find you something to do, Miz T." 

    "Gina," she said, "Short for Regina. I use my middle name." 

    "Okay. Gina, then. Does this mean we're pals now?" Canting her head slightly, she smiled wryly and said, "Sure. For the duration of this trip, anyway." 

    "Ah, damn!" I shook my head and tried to appear vastly disappointed as I complained, "She's already putting limitations on our relationship." Gina snickered and rose to go back to the rear of the bus. I watched her go, as I was supposed to. She had a nice butt and long legs and she waved over her shoulder, knowing damned well I was looking. I waved back on general principles. 

    As I opened my magazine, I heard muffled conversation from the bench seat and a snorted giggle that probably belonged to Denise. I tuned them out as I dug into an article about various experiments in ion propulsion. The article was interesting enough and provided pictures of something that looked like a skinny metal rack that was being supported by a directed flow of ions. 

    The only drawback I could see to the idea was the need for one helluva long extension cord, 'cuz it didn't seem to me that existing power generators could be made small enough to make the gadget self-propelled. Might be able to use them in space, though. They could use solar panels to feed batteries and minimal continuous ion flows to make slow directional changes or even propel things. 

    But I wondered why they bothered to continue research on such things when Amaran starships in exchange for manufactured goods were only a couple of decades away. 

    Selma, Alabama rated barely a full stop in front of the bus terminal door, then we were underway again. I checked the time and our next scheduled stop on my printout, then dove into another article. 

    Half an hour later we reached Uniontown. The bus station was closed and nobody waited outside, and we literally rolled past the place without even entering the parking lot. 

    At eight-thirty we rolled into Demopolis, Alabama and the driver gave us a ten minute break. He went inside the building to talk to someone at a counter as a few of the passengers milled around the bus. 

    I was one of them. The cool night air smelled sweet and the stars shone brightly. Except for muted conversation by some nearby passengers and an occasional passing car on the main road some distance away, the town was almost silent. 

    After washing my coffee mug in the terminal restroom, I filled it with cold water and headed back outside to discover that another passenger had arrived, but that her ride to the terminal had a problem. The guy was maybe twenty-five, very black, and had an old Ford pickup truck that wouldn't start. At first I figured aloud that the problem might be the solenoid because that used to be a common Ford problem, but he shook his head and pointed at plug wires that were charred in the middle. Rubbing on something metal had scuffed their coverings and the wires had shorted and burned through. Most of the bus passengers had joined us when the guy went inside to try to find some tape and a way to extend the middles of the wires. 

    It wasn't the most prosperous end of town. I saw run-down buildings along the street in both directions before I saw what I was really looking for; a derelict vehicle. 

    A large car that looked to be from the late seventies sat on four flat tires at the end of the block, but it was inside a cyclone-fenced parking lot in front of a building. 

    Stepping away from the pickup truck, I headed for the car and was stopped short of the warped gate of the fence by two rather large dogs that raised hell at my approach. 

    Both dogs were on chains, which showed someone's good sense, since the gate was twisted from damage to the top and bottom. Feeding the dogs theta waves, I squeezed through the lower end of the gate and went to the car. Deep cracks in the flat tires and a thick layer of crud all over the car told me it had been sitting there for a long time. 

    Sending a field tendril through the driver's side window, I pulled the lock up and opened the door, then yanked the hood release. One of the dogs growled to challenge me in a somewhat confused manner, so I boosted the theta waves a bit and pulled three of the plug wires off the engine. After closing the car's hood and re-locking the door, I stopped to pat the dogs and reassure them that things would be all right, then I squeezed back through the gate and walked back to the bus terminal. 

    The terminal's operator had come outside at some point. He, the guy with the sick truck, and the woman he'd brought to the station all stood staring at me as if seeing a ghost. I gave the plug wires to the pickup driver and went inside the terminal to wash my hands. 

    When I came back outside, the pickup driver straightened up from what he was doing to the truck's engine and said, "Thanks, mister. Can I pay ya for gettin' me them wires?" 

    I let him see me drying my clean hands with paper towels so he wouldn't try to shake with his greasy hands. He grinned as he canceled the gesture and I handed him my paper towels so he could wipe his hands. 

    "No need," I said, "That car hasn't used them for years, so I didn't think it would mind. Do they still work?" 

    "I'm 'bout to find out." 

    He got into the truck and turned the key. It started and ran smoothly and he got out again. I gave him a little two-fingered salute and started to board the bus as the driver came out of the terminal. 

    The pickup truck guy hurried over and asked, "Do you know them dogs or somethin'?" 

    Me? Know dogs in the middle of Alabama? I looked toward the old car and saw both dogs alertly standing at the fence. 

    Grinning, I said, "Nope. Never met 'em before in my life." He looked toward the dogs and said in an almost reverent tone, "Ol' man Cox got 'em because they's about as mean as dogs get. I was about ta yell at ya when they laid down all quiet and you just up and went in there with 'em. Man! I liketa had a heart attack when you went an' petted 'em! I thought you'd lose a hand for sure!" 

    "That's why everybody was staring at me, huh?" 

    "Hell, yes, that's why we was starin' at ya! My sis din't 'spect ya ta get outta there alive!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Well, things turned out okay. I have to get going now. Luck with the truck." 

    He nodded and stepped back, then went to talk to his sister as the driver herded us back aboard. I went to my seat and set my mug where it wouldn't tip over, then dug my instant coffee out of my backpack. 

    Heating the water with a field tendril and tapping what looked like the right amount of coffee into the jar's cap, I dumped the stuff into the water and stirred it with the heating tendril, then sipped it. Very warm, not hot. Good enough. 

    Denise came to stand behind me as I sipped. She braced herself on nearby seat backs and asked, "Where'd you find hot water? I tried the bathroom hot tap and nothing came out." 

    "What? The cheap buggers don't think women should have hot water? I'd sue them if I were you, ma'am. That's gotta be some kind of discrimination. Want a sip?" 

    Lifting an eyebrow, she nodded. "Actually, yes, I would." Handing her the cup, I said, "Watch out for germs," as she sipped a mouthful of coffee. She stifled a snicker and almost spewed coffee, then took another sip. 

    On her seat was her Wendy's cup. I'd heard her suck the last of her drink out of it, so the ice cubes would have been all that remained. Leaning across her seat, I picked up the cup and transferred it to my seat. The cup was lukewarm. 

    "What are you going to do with that?" 

    "Make more coffee if you drink too much." 

    "With cold water? Eeewww." She made a face to go with her sound of disgust, then handed me my mug. "Here. I wouldn't want you to have to do that to maintain your habit." 

    "You're too kind, milady." 

    She chuckled and sat down by her backpack. Well, damn. She was probably going to want to talk, and I wasn't really in the mood. I sat down, set my coffee aside, and picked up my magazine, opening it to the page number I'd memorized. 

    Denise didn't take the hint. 

    "That was nice of you," she said, "What you did back there. Getting those wires for that man." 

    Glancing up from the magazine, I replied, "No big thing." 

    "He thought so. His sister almost screamed when you went into that enclosure." 

    Shrugging, I answered, "Oh, well. Some people are easily impressed, I guess." 

    "You don't really want to talk right now, do you?" Chuckling, I looked at her and said, "You noticed." 

    "Why not? Are you mad at me about something?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Are you sure? I don't want you mad at me. I like you." 

    "Glad to hear it, ma'am. I like you, too, but right now I just want to read a while." 

    She nodded and sat quietly for a time, then began to fidget. After another short time, she said softly, "Look, I'm sorry for bugging you, but... when do you think I'll get to talk to my Aunt Linda again? On that... that screen thing, I mean?" 

    Hm. Fact is, I'd kind of expected Linda to have pinged me by now. Standing up, I put my backpack in the overhead bin and indicated to Denise that she should take the window seat by mine. She quickly changed seats and I called up a screen. 

    Linda answered the single-chime with a screen image and, "Hi, Ed. Hi, Denise. What's up?" 

    "No change," I said, "Just a social call. We're in the back of a bus between a couple of nowheres called Demopolis and York in Alabama and your darling niece wanted to talk to you." 

    "My 'darling' niece?" 

    I grinned. "Yeah, well, she is kinda cute, y'know. Reminds me of you, sort of. A little, anyway." 

    Linda's gaze narrowed. 

    "Don't even think about it, Dragonfly." 

    Letting my disappointment show, I sighed, "Yeah, yeah. It was just a thought, okay? Don't kill me for being human." 

    "That won't be why I'll kill you if you con her into bed." 

    "Con her? Oh, puh-leeze, Fearless Leader. She's been hitting on me!" Denise jumped in at that point. She held up her hands and quietly, firmly stated, "That's enough! I did not hit on him, Aunt Linda. He's making all this up." 

    I sighed, "Well, of course she'd say that." Glaring at me, Denise slapped my arm. 

    "See?" I pointed at my arm, "She's hitting. Linda, I'm moving to another seat to give you two some privacy and turning control of this screen over to you. It'll go off when you turn yours off." 

    Nodding, Linda said, "Okay. Thanks, Ed." 

    As I took my coffee and Denise's Wendy's cup and left my seat, I admonished Denise to keep her voice down and said, "If you have to move the screen, just use a finger in a corner to shove it where you want it. If you have to turn it off, hit the red button on the top right." Pointing at the bright red, ever-flapping-lips icon I'd assigned Linda's link, Denise asked, "What's that one for?" 

    I said, "It's just a chat link," and put a finger on it to slide it off the screen. "There, all clear at this end. You ladies may yak when ready." Torres looked up as I approached and scooted over as she moved her legs off the bench seat. 

    "What happened?" she asked, "Did she send you back here to get rid of you?" 

    "I sent me back here, ma'am. I couldn't stop thinking about you, so I put her in touch with her aunt to keep her busy. Now we have this end of the bus all to ourselves." 

    Blinking at me, Torres said, "You are so full of shit." Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, but just try to tell me you weren't flattered all to hell." 

    Rolling her eyes, she answered, "Yeah, right. Sure I was. Got any news?" 

    "Nope. We'll be in York in fifteen minutes or so, then it's on to Meridian. We'll have about ten minutes there, then we'll be on I-20 and US-80

the rest of the way to Dallas. Should get there around nine in the morning." 

    "Jesus. Another twelve hours on this damned bus." 

    "Could be worse." 

    "What could be worse about it?" 

    "Lots of things. Hell, you could be mean and ugly. That would be enough to ruin the trip for me, y'know." 

    Torres sat back and studied me as she asked, "Are you coming on to me?" With a chuckle, I replied, "Thought about it. Guess it depends on whether you like the idea. I may have a free day in Dallas if this thing wraps up before then." 

    "What is there to do in Dallas?" 

    "A good zoo. White Rock Lake. Hang gliding. Tourist traps and memorials, but I've already seen 'em all and you have to really be into Texas history or the Kennedy assassination to get much out of most of 'em." 

    "Uh, huh. You wouldn't be trying to recruit me, would you?" Laughing, I answered, "If I were trying to recruit you, I wouldn't try to use seduction and a tour of Dallas." 

    Turning to place her back to the restroom wall, she asked, "Are you going to turn my bugs back on?" 

    "Hadn't planned to. You've got your phone if you want to contact somebody." 

    "Larcon was pissed about them." 

    "Too bad. At his end of the chain, he should be worrying about the overall picture and locating that Arab, not bugs." 

    She chuckled, "I'll pass that along for you. Maybe he'll appreciate the advice." 

    "I won't count on it. Wouldn't matter, though. He won't be there long." With a sharp look, she asked, "Why's that?" 

    "He's a climber. This is his job number six in less than four years and he'll fuck things up if he doesn't move on soon." 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "The NIA is still trying to get a handle on itself. I'd bet fifty that your brass very quietly used retired CIA and FBI guys to put this op together rather than rely on people in the office." Something in the way the personality in her eyes retreated told me I'd guessed right. I continued guessing with, "You only got about half the FBI course before they stuck you in the field, right?" Her eyes hardened further. I said, "That's because the NIA was in a hurry to fill slots and didn't want the FBI making offers to its better students. I'll bet you're scheduled for six weeks at the CIA's farm next year. That'll be the other half of your initial training." 

    In a flat tone, she said, "Don't pretend to be guessing. You looked me up." 

    "Nope. I just looked you over, ma'am. You seem pretty solid, but you're still raw in places that certain training would have covered. No biggie, it'll happen sooner or later." 

    She challenged my suppositions with, "What places? What training didn't I get?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "You'll find out. Here's a hint; get in top shape and stay that way. The farm will be a real bitch if you're not ready for it." Making a sour face, she admitted, "Yeah, I've heard that. Can you give me any advice I can really use?" 

    "Just did. Beyond that, just be very good in every subject, because those people don't fuck around and won't give breaks to the unprepared. Don't let the NIA rush you into going to the farm before you think you're ready, and don't even begin to think you're ready until you've made it through the course." 

    Torres gave me a fisheye look and laughed shortly. 

    "That bad, huh?" 

    "I sure as hell thought so, and that was when I was twenty-six and not that long away from military training. Still able to run ten miles. No extra ten pounds from writing too much." 

    Eyeing me from toes to nose, Torres said, "You're getting a little soft, but everybody does after fifty. I'd say you're holding up pretty damned well, Ed." 

    "Ha. If I thought you would, I'd ask you to prove it. You're exactly the kind of woman I'd... well, suffice it to say you'd feel like a goddess after some time with me, ma'am." 

    That tickled her into laughing again. "If I thought that wasn't just a line of shit, I'd probably take you up on it. Once, anyway, just to see if you're for real." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Try me. I'll even dare you if it'll help. Hell, lady, to get a woman like you in my bed, I'd even take a course in Spanish." 

    "My people come from Portugal." 

    "Ow. Damn. I've heard it's harder to learn. But... well... Okay. Portuguese, then. I think you'd be worth it." 

    Laughing a third time seemed to surprise her, but she said, "You better believe I'm worth it. Tell you what; if we're still having this good a time when this is over, we'll get together and talk about it then." 

    "Well, call it a plan, then, 'cuz I plan to be on your good side when the time comes." 
Chapter Fourteen

    Denise's talk with Linda ended just before we pulled into York. I saw the screen disappear and Denise seemed to sit there and stare at nothing for a time. 

    Nobody got on or off the bus and we were on the road again in no time. Once the bus was moving again, Denise came back to the bench seat and sat down. 

    "Well?" asked Torres, "How was your talk with your aunt?" With a wry chuckle, Denise replied, "Like talking with my mother. A lot like talking with my mom." 

    "Is your mom in Texas?" 

    "California. I may go out there after some time with my uncle. I don't know yet. Mom and I didn't get along that well." 

    "When was that? During high school or college?" 

    "College. She was always on my case about something." 

    "That was when? Five years ago?" 

    Nodding, Denise said, "About that." 

    "Then don't be surprised if you've both changed a lot since then. You're a woman on your own now." 

    I listened to them without comment for a short time, then said, "Later, ladies. I'm going to read a while, then see if I can sleep on a bus." 

    "Luck with that," said Torres. 

    Back in my seat with the likelihood that I wouldn't be disturbed for a while, I considered something more closely than before; why the Arabs might be after Denise. 

    If the NIA had thought for even one moment that she knew something crucial that she hadn't told, she wouldn't have been taken back to her apartment after an interview that had provided grounds for a federal search warrant. She'd still be undergoing rather rigorous 'interviews' and she'd remain in custody until someone with rank decided that they'd milked her brain dry. The NIA was riddled with questionable hires; people who'd been picked for skills, but who hadn't been vetted with the thoroughness used by the FBI or CIA. Hell, some of the brass at the NIA were political choices based on ethnic and gender quotas and who owed what to whom. 

    While the NIA didn't leak quite as badly as Congress or a broken pipe, it was known for grandstanding and avidly supporting the goals of the administration, adhering to the party line without questioning motivations or methods. 

    They were a 'Git 'er done!' outfit that had too often been faulted for cutting corners regarding peoples' Constitutional rights and 'tweaking' 

evidence and testimonies in the pursuit of political special interests. In Washington, it didn't always matter whether evidence or testimony was proven wrong; by the time a matter ended up in court, the person targeted for the political slime treatment would already have been judged in the newspapers, which would cripple or end his or her effectiveness in DC. It was possible that Denise had held back some info, but unlikely. According to Linda's data, she'd been a clerk in the transshipment end of things, making sure that stuff had been logged as having been moved from a boat or a plane to a delivery truck. The job had been all paperwork. No personal inspections or watching loading and unloading. No chance to see anything suspicious occur between vehicles. 

    So... that left hard evidence such as the notebook that had been planted in Denise's apartment. The NIA had supposedly copied the data from it. It had been erased from the search records and evidence logs. 

    Keying my implant, I set up a privacy field and said, "Flitter, the notebook that the NIA supposedly planted in Denise's apartment... would you track down whatever data was in it and let me see a copy, please?" Less than half a second passed before the flitter said, "No such data exists, Ed. There is no evidence of any such item having been placed in Denise's apartment." 

    "No evidence? How'd Linda find out about it?" 

    "I can only verify that she didn't receive the information by any recorded means." 

    "A phone call, then. From whom, I wonder?" 

    "I can't access Linda's records, Ed." 

    "No problem. I was just speculating and I plan to ask her that question later. Some things don't add up about Denise's situation. Thanks, flitter. Oh, and turn Agent Torres's bugs back on, please." 

    Turning off the privacy field, I picked up my magazine and read for ten minutes or so, then sent a two-chime ping to Linda. 

    She sent me a blank screen again and asked, "What's up, Dragonfly?" 

    "Fearless Leader," I said very quietly, "I don't think this op is about drawing out terrorists." 

    Her image appeared as she took the hint and asked in a similar muted tone, 

"No? What, then?" 

    "I think Denise was set up to take the fall for something someone else did, which would mean someone's using Denise to buy time or cover a trail." After a moment of silence, Linda said, "I can only say that I've come to share your suspicions over the last day or so. Okay, Ed, I'll play devil's advocate. Explain how you reached that conclusion, please." 

    "Can't. Don't have any facts, so it's just a feeling until I can turn some up. At this point it only means that I'll expect to have to guard her from both sides. If I'm wrong, it won't interfere with my part of the mission." Nodding, Linda asked, "You're sure?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Same goal. Protect Denise. If they catch a terrorist and everybody calls it finished, fine. But if not, somebody'll have to stage an ending that'll make the Arabs call off the hunt. What'll make them do that?" 

    Another couple of moments passed before she said, "Okay. We've been here before a few times. What brought on this... 'feeling', Ed?" 

    "The planted evidence didn't fit and smelled funny. After a little thought, the whole story began to stink, more for what was missing than what was in it." 

    Sipping coffee, I continued, "Arabs can be vengeful as hell, but they're already down the four guys in the Caddy, the sniper, and two guys at the car rental place. They wouldn't waste personnel like that unless they've been led to believe that Denise poses a very definite threat. They'd know she was interviewed by both the FBI and NIA and released, so I'd say the Arabs think she has something that she didn't give up." 

    In a flat tone, Linda said, "You think maybe the Arabs think she's holding out for a better price." 

    "You got it, milady." 

    "That's kind of feeble, Ed. If she was in it for the money, she wouldn't care where it came from." 

    "Wondered about that myself, ma'am. Could be the idea's been planted in their pointy little heads that she won't deal with them. Remember Bob Piermont? He cared. He told the Russians and Chinese to get fucked and told the feds to meet his price or he'd give the photos to the media. The Arabs could buy that idea if it was wrapped in a flag. Or a religion." Linda sighed, placed an elbow on her desk, and propped her chin on her palm. 

    "Okay. A remote possibility. So why wouldn't they try to kidnap her and torture it out of her?" 

    "They know they don't have a chance in hell of getting to her past all the feds. Killing her is their only other option." 

    "Then what happens to whatever she's supposed to have?" 

    "Nothing. They've been led to believe it's where the feds can't find it. If she doesn't hand it over, they won't get it." 

    Sighing again, Linda shook her head. 

    "Why wouldn't the NIA have simply kept her until she gave it up, Ed? Why let her run?" 

    "To give her the idea she could control the deal. Some kind of a time factor's involved. An expiration date, after which the info would be worthless." 

    "So why isn't she sitting in an NIA office, waiting for them to crack and pay up while they wait for her to crack and cough it up? And why the hell is she going to Texas?" 

    "No job. Wants to be around someone she can trust. All the usual reasons people run home when things turn mean." 

    Shaking her head, Linda said, "Still feeble, Ed." 

    "Sorry 'bout that." 

    "Got anything else to toss into the scenario?" 

    "Not a damned thing, milady." 

    Sitting straight, Linda said, "Okay. I'll do some deep fishing at this end. Emory's going to be here any minute, so I'm going to let you go." Nodding, I said, "Okay. Linda, one more thing not in the scenario... If I don't like what's going on a lot better by the time we get to Dallas --or if my feelings get much worse before then --I'm not going to turn her over to anyone. That includes you, ma'am. You won't have to perjure yourself when you say you don't know where she is. Denise will disappear until we're absolutely sure it's safe for her to reappear." 

    Linda met my gaze for some moments, then nodded. 

    "Okay, Ed. She's the only niece I have. Keep me posted." 

    "Will do, milady. G'nite." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and I let my own screen dissipate as a big blue and white 'Welcome to Meridian, Mississippi!' sign went past on the right-hand side of the bus. 

    Turning on the NIA bugs had allowed someone to overhear and likely record my conversation with Linda. Using a double-chime ping and opening my first remark with 'Fearless Leader' had let her know to assume we'd had an eavesdropper. 

    I got up and went back to the bench seat, where Torres was reading a paperback and Denise was sleeping, curled against her backpack under the window. 

    Torres quietly asked, "What's the matter? Couldn't sleep?" 

    "Nope, and we're almost to Meridian. Ten minutes of lights and noise while they load cargo. I'll wait and try again after we get on the Interstate." We rolled into the Meridian terminal and Denise woke up when we stopped. She drank the last of the water in her bottle and I asked for the empty bottle. 

    I trashed her Wendy's cup when I went to the terminal bathroom and rinsed my coffee mug, then rinsed and refilled her water bottle as a stash of coffee water. Nothing dire happened and we were back on the road in ten minutes. The bus found I-20 and --for the first time --our speed rose above fifty-five. I pulled out my printout and checked the schedule. Ninety minutes to Jackson, Mississippi. An hour layover there, then a bit less than an hour to Vicksburg and the Mississippi River. I figured to be asleep before we hit Jackson. 
Chapter Fifteen

    The concrete of I-20 had been poured in sections. I don't know how far it is between the joints, but it's either too far or not far enough, because at sixty and above, the bus was rising and falling at each road joint like a boat in a choppy sea. 

    'badump, badump, badump...' The sound of our wheels hitting the joints was actually rather soothing after a while, but the end-to-end rocking motion sent two people from the front scurrying back to the restroom. Only those in the middle of the bus seemed to be having a reasonably smooth ride. Although her head and body were being jostled fairly solidly with every bucking 'badump', Denise remained asleep. Torres tried to read, but put the book down when the motion got to her. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. 

    Watching Denise for a moment, she quietly asked, "How the hell can she sleep through this?" 

    Shaking my head, I looked at Denise just as her head tilted too far and she snorted, shoved herself back into position against her bag, and went back to sleep. 

    "No idea." Getting to my feet and riding the motion of the floor as if it were the deck of a ship, I said, "I've had enough." Getting to her feet, Torres said, "I'm coming with you. This is ridiculous." 

    Eyeing Denise, I said, "Let's not leave her back here. Let's move her to the seat behind yours." 

    "Why behind mine?" 

    "The one behind mine, then. What the hell." We roused Denise enough to move her and took our seats, flicked off the overhead lights, and leaned back as much as possible. Maybe two minutes passed before Torres said, "Ed, something's bothering me." Opening my eyes, I turned to look at her and replied, "Try moving your cell phone to a front pocket, ma'am." 

    Making a face at me, she said, "No, wiseass. Something else. I can't figure something out." 

    "What's that?" 

    Thumbing at Denise, she asked, "What would she know that she didn't tell when they interviewed her? And why would the Arabs think she didn't tell them whatever it was?" 

    "You're thinking, milady. The NIA won't like that." 

    "Dammit, I'm being serious." 

    "So am I. To answer your question, I don't know for sure, but I don't think she actually knows anything that would matter to the Arabs, and I think they know that." 

    "Then why the hell would they be after her?" 

    "Could be someone went to a lot of trouble to make the Arabs think she didn't tell all and has something that could screw up their world stashed somewhere." 

    After a moment, Torres said, "Doesn't wash. If she had something that important, the NIA would never have let her leave Sarasota." 

    "Yup. No damned doubt about it. That's why they tried to make it look like a screwup that she was released, then they tried to make it look like another screwup when they went to pick her up. That gave her time to scoot and the Arabs' search gave her the necessary scare to get her moving." 

    "Well, we knew they wanted her to run." 

    "Yeah, but we didn't know the real reason." 

    "The real reason? What do you think's going on?" Turning to look at her, I said, "I think the NIA's made her someone's proxy. I think she's supposed to get killed, if only to make the Arabs think something's been made unavailable to the NIA." 

    I could almost hear the gears turning in her head as Torres milled that bit of speculation down. She shook her head. 

    "No," she said firmly, "I just can't believe that an agency of the US

Government would do such a thing." 

    Nodding slightly, I faced front and said, "Believe what you want. Doesn't matter." 

    "Again with that 'doesn't matter'. Why won't it matter?" 

    "Because things are as they are, whatever they are, so what we believe -or don't --doesn't mean shit at the moment." Looking at her again, I said, "Just go with the flow of things for now. Make your reports. Look and listen. Analyze. But let your gut tell you what to do when the time comes." 

    "When the time comes?" 

    "Yup. Just like it always does, one way or another." 

    "You're not making sense now. When what time comes?" 

    "The time when you may have to decide between strictly following your orders or saving a young woman's life. Give it some thought. G'nite, Torres." After a moment, she grunted, "Yeah, right. Good night." I closed my eyes and cranked up Brahms' 2nd Piano Concerto in my mind, gradually shutting out other sounds and letting the flow of music occupy my full concentration. 

    Most times, that works just fine to help me get to sleep, but my subconscious had something to say and was tugging at my mental sleeves. My sub kept trying to remove a note just after the

'da...da...da...da-da-da-da-da' of the opening and recurring theme of the concerto. 

    Okay. Got the hint. Something just before Denise hit the road? That felt right. Something not mentioned? I reexamined the sequence of events as I knew them and saw nothing new. 

    After a few moments, I told my sub to be more specific, dropped the music, and concentrated on blanking my mind, but thoughts of the new motorcycle broke in. 

    Hm. I'd arranged that Parker would pick me up at the bus station when he got out of classes. Noon or so. There were several branches of my bank in the DFW area, but none in Arlington. Nearest branch would be the one in Irving. For some reason my mind went back to the matter of whether to use my debit card or a check. That didn't make any sense because the card was linked to the checking account. It didn't really matter which I used, other than that a check would provide an instant paper trail. 

    Blink. Wait one. Denise had complained that she could have taken a plane from Tallahassee... 'If she'd had her cards and checks with her'. She hadn't said they'd been stolen; she'd simply said they weren't with her. Had she left them at her apartment? Unlikely. Maybe she'd left them with the friend, though. Or, not wanting to risk theft on a long bus ride, she may have shipped them and anything else she valued ahead. 

    My subconscious tossed me a figurative cookie; it was the missing note from Brahms' 2nd. Yeah, right. If you're so smart, why the hell do you have to rely on vague and obscure hints? 

    I glanced at Torres. She'd lifted the center armrest and used her pack as a pillow against the window. She seemed to be asleep, but I decided that didn't matter. I was more concerned about drawing the attention of other passengers. 

    Keying my implant, I whispered, "Sue." 

    Through my implant she whispered back, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Oh, very cute, ma'am. Never let it be said that computer goddesses lack humor. Is there anything in anybody's records of Denise having mailed or shipped something between Thursday and Monday?" 

    Half a second passed before she said, "According to postal records, she sent a parcel to her uncle by registered mail Saturday afternoon. Shall I try to locate the parcel?" 

    "No, don't go to all that trouble. It's probably just some personal stuff she didn't want to chance losing on a bus. Which agency recorded her visit to the post office?" 

    "The NIA. Agent Michael Walker reported thinking he'd seen Denise while he was buying a coffee at a convenience store, but he wasn't sure. He followed her to the post office and used sending a picture from his cell phone to get a second opinion when she left the post office." 

    "Uh, huh. Yet they didn't intercept the parcel, nor did they pick her up, although she'd called them for help before disappearing under highly suspicious circumstances. Lordy, this whole setup reeks, Sue." 

    "I'm inclined to agree." 

    "Have you turned up anything on the sniper?" 

    "Oh, let me see... Ed, for some reason I can't find any record of you asking me to research the sniper." 

    I sighed, "Yes, milady, I know I'm assuming a lot here, but I thought you might have picked up some little something about him, perhaps only in passing." 

    She laughed softly, "As it happens, I did. He was Richard Hofstra, an international assassin." 

    "I've heard of him. He works... worked... for money only, no political or religious affiliations. But he usually worked in Europe and Africa. Wonder what he was doing in the States?" 

    "I could try to find out." 

    "Nah. I can think of half a dozen reasons. Could be he was just nearby and available. I'd be more interested in knowing who contacted him to set up the hit, but he's not in a position to talk. Convenient as hell, that. Sue, I think the NIA got astoundingly lucky when Denise mailed that parcel. The timing couldn't have been better. It let them manufacture a chain of events that led the Arabs to assume that Denise took something very important from them." 

    "You've mentioned that speculation before, Ed. More than once, in fact." 

    "Yes'm, I have, and it still sounds like the way to go. Guess I'll try again to get some sleep. Thanks for listening, milady." Sue chuckled, "My pleasure, sir. Good night." As I sipped coffee and tried to find a less discomforting position in my seat, Torres asked, "You through talking to her?" Pulling at my jeans to relax the fabric around my legs, I replied, "Yup. Nothing new," and looked at her. 

    She rose from her half-reclined position and rubbed her face as she sighed, "I wouldn't say that. You found out who the sniper was." Sipping again, I let a shrug and silence tell her how highly I valued that bit of info. 

    Torres hitched around to sit sideways in her seat and asked, "Why the hell does the NIA have to be the bad guy in your theory? Why can't it be some other agency?" She gave me a wry grin and added, "Or maybe even the Arabs?" 

    "No other agency's been in charge of anything. If the NIA isn't directly responsible for the situation, it's too incompetent to avoid being used by someone else." 

    "Well, shouldn't you at least try to find out..." I cut in, "I don't care which it is, Gina. It makes no difference to my mission beyond providing me clues about who might try to kill her and how they might try to do it." 

    After a pause, she said, "You don't have to bite my head off. I'm just trying to understand why you've got such a boner on for the NIA." 

    "I wasn't snapping at you. How about we try to get some sleep instead of talking all night?" 

    She glanced ahead and said, "In about an hour we'll get to Jackson, where we'll have an hour layover if I remember correctly. One of us should be awake then." 

    "One of us is awake. Sue never sleeps." 

    Rolling her eyes, Torres said, "I mean to keep an eye on our stuff. Sue's somewhere..." --she waved vaguely --"Out there. In here, someone could walk off with our bags." 

    Sue appeared in the seat beyond Torres and fed her a hefty dose of theta waves as she said, "I'm in here as well, Gina." Even with the theta waves, Gina sucked in a deep breath and came very close to screaming as she whipped around to stare at Sue. It was all I could do not to burst out laughing. 

    Looking around Torres, I said, "Hi, Sue," and gave her a little wave. Sue waved back and smiled, then disappeared. 

    After staring at the again-empty seat for another moment, Gina turned to me. Her pulse still pounded in her throat, her hands trembled, and her eyes were rather large. 

    "See?" I asked, "No problem." 

    Lifting the center armrest and arranging my pack, I tried to get comfortable and sort of succeeded. When I figured things were as good as they'd get, I keyed my implant to generate theta waves and let them lull me to sleep. 

    What seemed like only minutes later, a jolting stop woke me. Through the window I saw buses lined up at a terminal and a smattering of traffic in the street around our bus. 

    Sue pinged my implant and said, "A dog ran across the street in front of the bus." 

    "Thanks, Sue." 

    I stretched and popped the lid off my coffee mug to send a warming tendril into it, then recapped it and sipped. 

    Torres sat up, then stood up and adjusted her clothing, and asked, "Where are we?" 

    "Jackson," I said, "If a dog hadn't run in front of the bus we'd probably still be sleeping." 

    The bus parked and the driver announced that we'd have an hour to stretch our legs. I took my coffee mug and backpack and left the bus to see what was available in the restaurant. 

    No thrill there. The apples, oranges, and bananas looked fresh, but they weren't what I wanted. Packaged sandwiches. Microwave stuff. Tiny packages of chips and snacks. 

    Walking outside, I checked to see that my bus was still open for getting on and off, then stepped between two other buses and said, "Three suit on, board on," and aimed the board steeply upward to five hundred feet or so. To the north was a shopping mall of some sort. I headed that way and found an all-night grocery store. Landing beside a bread truck that was making a delivery, I turned off my three suit and the board and went into the store. Hm. Hungry for what, exactly? I walked around the store until some sliced cheddar cheese packs caught my eye. Yeah. Those would do. No, wait. Nearby were prepackaged salads. Big ones, packed with all kinds of veggies, meats, and cheeses. Next to them were plastic forks and little packets of dressing. I grabbed three of the salads, a few Thousand Island packets for myself, and a mixed handful of the other dressings for the ladies. In the beverage aisle I picked up a six-pack of canned lemon tea. 

    The bread truck rolled away as I checked out. Looking around, all I saw suitable for cover was a dark-colored van by a tiny red car. Oh, well. I walked between them and glanced around, then called up my three suit and board and lifted away toward the bus terminal. 

    As I lifted, I saw a man leave the store and hurry toward the van. Or the red car, I guess, although he looked a little large to be driving something that small. 

    He was almost jogging when he reached the van and hurried around it once, apparently mystified at not seeing someone there. Heh. 
Chapter Sixteen

    Landing between the same two buses that had covered my departure, I turned off my board and three suit and carried my loot around to my bus. The door was closed. I looked around and saw Torres and Denise sitting on a bench in the terminal. 

    When I walked up to them, Denise said, "Everybody had to get off. They're cleaning the bus. Where have you been?" 

    "I went hunting. Found us some midnight snacks." Opening the bags, I doled out the salads and forks, then handed them cans of tea. 

    Denise happily accepted her salad and asked, "Where did you find these?!" I held up a bag with the store name on it, then put it down and said, 

"It's just north of here." 

    Torres gave me a quizzical look, but said nothing. We dug into our salads as the door to our bus was opened by someone in coveralls who heaved some cleaning gear into the bus and followed it up the steps. He worked his way from the rear of the bus to the front with a vacuum, then began at the rear again with a spray bottle and a rag. If he did anything other than clean, it wasn't obvious enough to spot. 

    Biting through a cherry tomato and a chunk of green pepper, I watched our driver chat with another driver, then pick up his briefcase and head for the parking lot. 

    The other driver went outside and spoke with the cleaning guy for a minute or so, then sat in the driver's seat and seemed to be running through a checklist. If anybody checked the tires or looked at the engine, I didn't see it happen. 

    We finished our salads and I went to the terminal restroom to brush my teeth, then wandered around the terminal and lounged with the ladies for about fifteen minutes before the new driver stepped down and the PA announced that it was time to reboard our bus. 

    Four new passengers boarded --two women, an older man, and a child --but the flitter said nothing about them. They sat more or less together near the front of the almost-empty bus and the women chatted as the kid stared around the bus and the man leaned his seat back and apparently went to sleep. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Did anyone add or remove monitoring devices while we were off the bus?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Do they usually change drivers in Jackson?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Is our current driver one of the usual drivers for this route and schedule?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    As I sipped the last of my canned tea, Torres asked, "Well?" 

    "As far as I can tell, he's just a bus driver." Denise grinned and leaned her seat back, then turned her attention to the world outside her window. Torres also leaned her seat back and took her paperback out of her pack. 

    Good idea. Read a while. I fished out my magazine and found the page I'd been reading. That, of course, seemed to make Torres want to talk. 

    "Don't you want to know whether I found out anything when I checked in?" 

    "Sure." 

    "I didn't." 

    "Okay." 

    Moments passed before she asked, "Did I say or do something to piss you off, Ed?" 

    I looked at her. "No, Gina. I'm not pissed off at you." 

    "Then what is it? We seemed to be having a pretty good time together before we got back on the bus." 

    "You opened a book, lady. I thought you wanted to read, so I didn't bother you." Holding up the magazine, I said, "In fact, it seemed like a good idea, so I..." 

    A brilliant flash illuminated the interior of the bus and the sound of a loud explosion reached us. As pandemonium erupted up front and the bus veered left across the road, then straightened out and sped up, I called Sue. Without appearing, she answered, "The flitter stopped a B-40 rocket fired from a pickup truck on the service road to your right. The occupants of the vehicle have been stunned and are awaiting the authorities." 

    "Thanks, ma'am." 

    "Do you wish to know anything about those in the vehicle?" 

    "Was one of them the other Arab they're looking for?" 

    "No." 

    "Guess not, then. Thanks again, Sue." 

    Turning to Torres and Denise, I said, "The flitter intercepted a B-40

rocket. The shooters were stunned and they're waiting for pickup." The driver asked over the PA system whether anyone had been injured. One of the women up front began babbling about how the incident had frightened the hell out of her and her child. The kid didn't look frightened to me. He was excitedly yapping at the other woman about the event. 

    Leaving the driver to sort such matters out, I found my place in the magazine again and began reading. Torres and Denise stared at me briefly, then Denise got up and hurried to the restroom. 

    "That's it?" hissed Torres, "You don't have anything else to say about what happened?" 

    Pretending to consider for a moment, I replied, "No. Shouldn't you be checking in with somebody?" 

    Her gaze narrowed tightly and she said without unclenching her teeth, "The restroom is occupied." 

    When her cell phone rang, she almost unassed her seat in surprise. She took it out of her back pocket, flipped it open, and said, 

"Twenty-six-oh-four. Red." 

    She listened for a moment, then said, "No." Another moment passed before she said, "No," again. The next time she spoke, she said, "Okay," and closed the phone. 

    'Red.' Can't talk freely. They were recycling the codes. For a while that one had been 'three-three'. 

    I asked, "Sue?" 

    She appeared in the seat by mine and said, "Yo. Present." 

    "Gee, you're pretty, lady. Who just called Miz Torres?" Smiling, she answered, "Brenda Roberson." 

    "Would she happen to be an NIA employee?" 

    "Why, yes, I believe she is." 

    "And where might she have been calling from, milady?" 

    "The city of Atlanta, sir. 4461 Lewis Road, suite 693. Would you like the phone number and zip code?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "Oh, thanks much for offering, milady, but I believe we may have made our point." Turning to Gina, I asked, "Have we made our point, Miss Torres?" 

    Gina eyed us for a moment more, then said, "Yes, but I'm wondering why." 

    "Because I want you to think for a moment. Did Brenda know about the rocket attack?" 

    "Of course. Our chasers reported it." 

    "If the chasers are following standard observation protocols, they're half a mile behind us. Sue, did they specifically report a B-40 attack?" 

    "Yes, they did, and they reported it before they arrived to secure the truck and its occupants. I'd call that extremely efficient at the very least." 

    "Oh, hell, I'd prob'ly call it a mystery, ma'am. How would they know what was used? I can think of two other weapons that would act in about the same manner." 

    Turning back to Torres, I asked, "So how'd they know?" Looking a bit anxious, she replied, "Why are you asking me? I didn't tell them." 

    "Like I said, I just want you to think." 

    Eyeing me sharply, she said, "I am. Believe me, I am." 

    "Good 'nuff. Sue, do you have anything to add?" 

    "No, Ed." 

    "Can you visit for a while, or are you busy?" 

    "You said earlier that you wanted to try to sleep." 

    "You're too beautiful for that, ma'am. I just want to sit here and stare at you all night." 

    Grinning, she shook her head, replied, "No. Get some sleep," and said goodnight to us before she vanished. 

    The bus driver had used his radio to report the incident. Now he was using it again as we slowed on approach to an exit. After giving his microphone an odd, questioning look and requesting confirmation, he reached to turn off the turn signal and we rolled past the exit. Heh. Instructions not to stop must have really confused him. 

    When Denise came back, Torres went to the restroom. Denise looked at me rather staringly for a moment, then faced front and seemed to stare at nothing for a time before she leaned her seat back. 

    "You okay, Denise?" 

    "Yes. I suppose so." 

    "Good." 

    I opened my magazine again, wondering if I'd get to finish the article. Denise turned to look at me, but said nothing. Torres came back from the restroom a few minutes later and likewise said nothing. When I finished the article, I put my magazine away, got as comfy as possible, and used theta waves to put myself to sleep. 
Chapter Seventeen

    Nothing else happened before we reached Vicksburg, but the side-to-side motion caused by a steep curve heading into town woke me as we arrived. Denise was asleep, but Torres was awake as we pulled into the station. We lost two passengers there and the bus moved on. 

    We were descending the west side of the Mississippi River bridge when Torres asked if I had any of the canned tea left. I reached into the bag, chilled the center of the can slightly with a cold tendril, and handed it to her. 

    As she took it, she said, "Thanks," then faced front. I went back to sleep until we reached our first stop in Louisiana. I had no idea what else 'RS HAUGHTON PILOT EX' might be; it looked like just another bus terminal to me. 

    We spent fifteen minutes there and continued on toward Shreveport at 3:55

in the morning, still almost an hour behind schedule. 

    Shreveport was only twenty minutes away and we'd have another ten-minute stop there. I thought about going back to sleep and while I was debating the matter, it happened. 

    I woke when the bus stopped for a light in Shreveport and got off to stretch my legs during the terminal stop. Torres also got off the bus, but Denise remained asleep in her seat. 

    For a change, Torres had nothing to say or ask. Maybe it was the hour; after walking and stretching a bit, she sat on one of the benches and rested her elbows on her knees as she seemingly stared at nothing on the ground. Barring complications, it would be two and a half hours to Dallas and we'd get there around nine. There'd be a fifteen minute stop in Tyler which would likely wake anyone up who was still asleep after sunrise, then the bus would stop in Mesquite and buzz on into Dallas. 

    The Arabs had tried guns, a sniper, and a rocket attack. I figured about the only thing they had left to try would be some kind of a bomb. Because all the other attacks had failed they'd be rather frustrated, so I figured they'd make it as big a bomb as they could manage. 

    How would they try to deliver it, when, and where? Didn't matter; Sue or the flitter would deal with it. A better question was; where the hell was that other missing Arab and what could they have been planning that was worth their repeated expensive attempts to kill Denise? 

    Taking my Axim out of my pocket, I pulled up a calendar. It had been the twentieth of April since midnight. I recapped what I knew; the Arabs seemed to think that killing Denise would solve their problem, so it seemed likely that they were mostly worried that she'd talk or turn something important over to the authorities. 

    More radioactive or bioweapon trucks in other places seemed the most likely secret they'd be concerned about, although the possibility that Denise might identify a key player might also be what had them spooked. No, not identifying a player. The agencies already knew who they were. Identify his location? Nope. He wouldn't have stayed put after she'd apparently bolted with the info. 

    Back to things like radioactive trucks. That would be too big an operation not to try to make a splash with it. Did they have them in other cities, all set to go 'boom' at the same time? 

    "Flitter," I said, "Research the dates that Arab terrorists are known to revere, please, and let me know if any of them are coming up in the next few days. Make that within a week." 

    "I can find no references to such dates within that span of time, Ed." 

    "Thanks, flitter." 

    Damn. What else? Christian and Jewish holidays would be on my Axim's calendar. I found Passover listed on 24 April. Would the Arabs consider that a worthwhile date for splattering nuke waste and whatever else all over the place? 

    Could be. It was an event that both Jews and Christians memorialize and it was coming up soon, which could explain the Arabs' gawd-awful hurry to zap Denise. 

    The driver was heading back to the bus. I whistled and Torres looked up, saw the driver, and got up to follow him. 

    As I walked to the bus, something occurred to me... Linda had said probes were searching all major cities, an action I'd simply assumed and mentally filed. It hadn't occurred to me to ask how long that would take because the mission I'd been handed hadn't then required that info. 

    "Sue." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "How long should a field probe search for more of the radioactive trucks take?" 

    "We estimate completion by Wednesday afternoon." 

    "Exactly a day after Denise gets off this bus. Was there a reason none of this has been mentioned before now?" 

    She snickered, "Yes. You didn't ask." 

    "Cute. You'd probably be surprised if another attempt on Denise was made after Thursday, wouldn't you?" 

    Her tone became flat as she stated, "Yes. I would." 

    "I wouldn't. To maintain credibility, it'll have to be made to look as if they got the info out of her the hard way." 

    "What did you mean by 'the hard way'?" 

    "She's supposedly been on the run after trying to negotiate a deal. If no payment is made immediately, the Arabs will have to conclude other methods were used to get the info. How can the feds make the Arabs reach that conclusion?" 

    "Ed, why would the federal agencies care what the Arabs think at that point?" 

    "Because someone else got that info for the feds, Sue; someone in deep cover among the Arabs. The feds can't chance the Arabs grabbing her and picking her brain because they'd learn that she's both ignorant and innocent. That would make them start looking for a mole within their own ranks, and the feds can't let that happen. Can you find any arrangements made by any agency to help Denise disappear after Thursday?" 

    Now and then it takes Sue more than a tenth of a second to find out something. Not often, but sometimes. This time it took her a full second to answer. 

    "I can find no record of any such arrangements, Ed." 

    "Interesting. People who testify against gangs and mob bosses can at least get into the Witness Protection program." 

    The bus driver looked around, saw me leaning on the other bus, and pointed at me, then thumbed up the steps of our bus. I headed that direction saying, 

"Sue, share a record of our last conversation with Linda as soon as she's up, please." 

    She replied, "Will do," and her presence in my implant vanished as I stepped aboard the bus. 

    Torres watched me walk to my seat. Her middle finger tapped her tea can a few times, then she hitched herself sideways in her seat to face me. 

    "I saw you talking out there. What's going on?" Briefly studying the fine manner in which her thighs filled her jeans, I answered, "My flitter was offering me suggestions about how to get you into bed." 

    With a tiny grin and a very dubious look, she asked, "What would your flitter know about something like that?" 

    "Very astute of you, ma'am. You spotted the problem instantly. I only listened to avoid hurting its feelings." 

    She gave a ladylike snorting chuckle, "Oh, I'm sure. Is there any news?" 

    "Nope. I talked to Sue for a while to see how some of my thoughts sounded out loud." 

    "And?" 

    "And I'm still thinking I'm right. I'll boil it down, Gina; I think some agency has a deep cover guy in with the Arabs. That guy grabbed something -maybe a notebook of some sort --and managed to get it to the feds. The Arabs have been led to believe Denise took it, still has it, and won't give it up unless she gets what she wants." 

    I sipped coffee and said, "Because of the one big bust in Sarasota, the Arabs would think she gave them a taste of what's available as proof. They also probably think the feds tried to quietly correct their mistake of releasing her and that she hid the book --or whatever --and hauled ass before the Arabs could find her." 

    Gina's eyebrow went up. "That doesn't explain why the NIA hasn't taken her into custody." 

    "Sure it does. The Arabs know that our spook agencies are damned near as arrogant as they are, so the agency would let Denise run under surveillance while they try to figure out how to get the book --or whatever --away from her. The Arabs would realize she doesn't have it with her, 'cuz if she did, the feds would have simply stopped the bus and taken her and the info into custody. They'd also realize that if the feds knew where the book --or whatever --was, Denise wouldn't have federal protection during her trip." 

    "So," whispered Torres with a careful look around us, "To the Arabs, killing Denise will keep the NIA from getting what they need to bust the other garages." 

    I gave her a moderately surprised look and grinned. 

    "So you really do know a little about what happened." With a somber expression that reflected disapproval of my grin, she whispered, "Yeah. Trucks full of radioactive waste. Dead men in a truck." 

    "Uh, huh. And I'll bet you can even see how anyone who can deliver that kind of info is a lot less expendable than a paltry office clerk, right?" Glancing in Denise's direction, Torres sighed and nodded. 

    "Yeah. I hate it, but I guess I do." 

    Sipping coffee again, I nodded and whispered, "Yeah, well... so do I." Torres stared disbelievingly at me for a moment, then asked, "What are you trying to say?" 

    Thumbing at the back of the bus, I said, "Let's go back there for the rest of this." 

    She followed me to the bench seat and sat close beside me as I said, "Here it is, Gina; even if they bust all the garages, they can't take a chance on letting Denise go. The Arabs would grab her and interrogate her, find out she never knew shit about the garages, and realize they have a mole problem." Torres shrugged. "So they make her disappear. It's done all the time, Ed. You know that." 

    I said flatly, "Yup. All the time. But Sue couldn't find any such arrangements in place for Denise." 

    Sighing with a dismissive expression, she said, "Oh, come on, Ed. They'll make the arrangements after they bring her in." 

    "There'd have been some discussion of it before now, Gina, if only speculation about the best place to put her. I think this is why Linda has gone along with their plans. She'd very reasonably expect Denise to be put into some sort of Witness Protection program once the big bust had been made. I'd like to believe that, too, but I don't. I think she's a target and the feds are hoping the Arabs will do the dirty work for them." Staring at me in angry shock, Gina hissed sharply, "You've made no secret of the fact that you have some kind of gigantic fucking hard-on for the NIA! 

You want to believe they're planning to kill her! What the fuck's wrong with you?!" 

    Glancing around us, she added, "Besides, they've heard and recorded every word we've said, so now there's something on record that would guarantee nobody'd try anything like that!" 

    "Get real. Some of the Nixon tapes are still missing. What we say on this bus is being recorded on RAM chips, lady. Saved as files. No spliced or missing tapes later. It'll be edited and reedited. They can just say there was too much 'background noise' and rip out anything they didn't like." Glaring at me, Torres growled, "Right now I'd like to slap the shit out of you." 

    "Give the whole mess some more thought, instead. When you call it in, see if you can find out what arrangements have been made for Denise." She growled, "Yeah? And just who the hell do you think I am? The goddamned director? Why the hell would they tell me something like that?" I sighed, "Just let them know that they'd better damned well let Linda and me know about their post-bust plan, because if anything happens to Denise in the near future, they'll have more plain damned ugliness to deal with than they can imagine on their best day of trying." 

    Looking altogether amazed, she hissed, "Am I hearing you right? Are you threatening the N-I-fucking-A?" 

    "Hey, don't look so shocked, lady. Fact is, the dirt won't just come from me. Too many people with too much dirt will come at them from all directions at once. All the dirt will be provided with proof and both the dirt and the proof will be instantly verifiable. I wouldn't be at all surprised if the media is involved and some really big brass heads roll." Torres sat staring at me for a moment, then said, "Oh. I see what this is about. You think your little speech will make me believe there's even the slightest chance my agency would do something like that. You think I'll..." Holding up a hand, I cut in, "Just tell them what I said and suggest they verify it with Linda. If I'm wrong, I'll apologize to somebody later, but until I truly believe that Denise will be safe, I'll proceed as if she isn't." Gina laughed aloud, then glanced around with a grin. 

    "You really think an apology would cut it after what you've just said?" I shrugged. "It'll have to do. It's all they'll get." She snickered and mimicked, 'It'll have to do.' then asked, "Aren't you worried that one of the big, bad agencies will think you're too dangerous to run loose? That you know too much or could find out too much?" 

    "Nope. There are too many of us and we keep an eye on each other. Remember when that retired CIA guy was killed in a car accident in Maryland last year? 

Kenneth Corelli?" 

    "The one who wrote the book about stuff that happened in Israel in the seventies and eighties? Sununu and all that?" 

    "Yup. I was one of four people who unofficially looked into his accident. We talked to the woman who hit him, interviewed all the witnesses, and went over the accident records looking for any little thing that didn't look quite right. When I die, four people will do the same for me." She gave me a raised eyebrow and asked, "You're serious?" I nodded. "If you're in the business long enough or work on certain types of cases, you'll probably be approached about joining an insurance club." Shaking her head, she said, "I've heard of them, but..." Her sentence trailed off. I got up and she asked where I was going. 

    "To try to get a little more sleep before Dallas. There's nothing more to say, Gina." 

    Returning to my seat, I used theta waves to lull myself to sleep. When the stop and go of traffic jostled me awake, we were entering Dallas from the south on the mixmaster. 

    Torres was already awake, or maybe she hadn't slept since our talk. She eyed me for a moment in silence, then looked out the window. I went to the restroom and returned just as Denise woke up. She realized a sudden urge and hurried to the restroom. I considered making another mug of coffee and settled for warming what was left. 

    Making a show of shaking the kinks out of my legs, I paced toward the back of the bus as I said, "Sue." 

    Without appearing, she answered, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "What did Linda say this morning?" 

    "Good morning, thanks, and not to wake you up until you got to Dallas." I was glad not to have been sipping coffee when she answered, because I couldn't help snorting a laugh. "I'll thank her later. What did she say about my suspicions?" 

    "Linda said she expected them and to ask you if you'd also figured out why you were chosen to volunteer for this job." 

    "Yeah, I think so. Would you happen to be free this morning? I'd like you to briefly impersonate Denise again." 

    She snickered, "Briefly? Oh, well, I suppose so, if it's only briefly. What did you have in mind?" 

    "I'm going to have the flitter toss a refractive field over her and take her aboard. It'll have to happen outside, so I'd like you to form around her and move away from the spot with me after the field's in place." 

    "Okay. Then what?" 

    "You undoubtedly heard my grand little speech to Torres. I want to see if it got through to anyone. We'll stay together until we find her uncle James, at least, and possibly a little longer, but at some point you're going to run away." 

Chapter Eighteen

    I told the flitter what I wanted it to do as the bus pulled into and through the Dallas terminal's enclosed loading lanes and parked where it would be the first bus in line to leave the terminal on the other side of the building. 

    Stepping off the bus, I looked around and saw nothing remarkable about either the place or the people. Turning around, I handed Torres down the steps, to her surprise. She rather automatically accepted my hand, but the gesture was unexpected and threw her off-guard slightly. She made a quick eye contact with a man on the sidewalk, but it could have been no more than a random occurrence. As I reached to hand Denise down and unnecessarily steadied her for a moment, Sue pinged my implant and it tingled from the nearness of two active fields. 

    Good 'nuff. Letting go of Denise, I led my fake Denise to the side of the bus, where we watched them unload baggage and claimed our own as it appeared. The real Denise had been enveloped by a refractive field that rendered her effectively invisible and had been sedated with theta waves as the flitter had lifted her aboard. She'd be a thousand feet in the air when the flitter canceled the theta waves and explained what had happened. Torres had opened her phone and stood by a support pillar talking to someone. No, 'arguing' was more the way to describe what she was doing. She glanced back at me and said something that looked as if it might have been fairly caustic, waited a moment, then said something else. A man about my age who looked vaguely familiar came toward us; I realized he was Linda's brother even as Sue identified him for me through my implant. He grinned broadly as he greeted Sue as Denise and pulled her into a big hug, then looked her over. 

    "My God, girl, it's good to see you again! You're just as beautiful as your mother! Where are your bags?" 

    I said, "I've got 'em, James." He gave me a fisheye look as I lowered my voice and said, "I'm Ed. Linda sent me and we need to talk. Soon. Where's your car?" 

    Immediately businesslike, he said, "It's in the parking garage across the street. Fourth level. Mind if I see some ID? Ed, was it?" Hoisting my backpack and duffle bag, I said, "It was and still is and I'm not flashing ID in the open. Ask Denise about me on the way to the car." Sue-Denise nodded at James and picked up Denise's backpack as she said, 

"He's right, we should go to the car to talk. A lot has happened since yesterday." 

    James looked from her to me and back again, then nodded and said, "Okay, then," and led the way to the sidewalk. 

    I looked around for Torres. She was stalking angrily toward the terminal lobby. Oh, well. 

    A white van suddenly veered out of southbound traffic on the nearby cross-street and aimed itself directly at us. The van driver was hunched over the steering wheel in a determined manner until the van reached the center lane of the east-west street we faced, then he abruptly went limp and slumped away from the wheel. 

    James had grabbed Sue-Denise to pull her out of the van's path and she allowed him to haul her well to one side as she said through my implant, "The firing mechanism has been disabled, as has the driver. Someone is sending a detonation signal. I've traced it and stunned four men in a hotel room. The authorities have been notified." 

    The van slowed quickly and rolled into the terminal's bay to stop about two feet from me. I walked to the driver's door and took a look inside. Eight big metal footlocker-style trunks sat in a neat stack in the middle of the cargo area. 

    Sue stood still and said nothing as James made a fuss. He shortly noticed that I wasn't sharing his fuss, either, and started to ask something as a man Sue identified as being with the NIA came trotting over to us. 

    "Are you all okay?" the guy asked with just the right tone of breathless excitement as he flashed a badge. 

    "Yup," I said, "You're Piedmont, according to my info. Take charge of the van and call it in. The driver's out cold and the bomb's been neutered." My knowing Piedmont's name made him stiffen slightly and give me a sharp look, but he tried to stay in character, reaching for Sue-Denise's arm as he asked, "Don't you think we should get the lady to safety first?" Blocking his grab at her arm, I said, "You worry about the van, Piedmont. We're getting out of here." 

    More people were arriving, mostly cops and terminal security guys. Sue-Denise, James, and I started walking to the sidewalk and Piedmont grabbed my arm this time. 

    "Look, you..." 

    I stunned his legs lightly and he staggered. 

    "Piedmont," I said quietly, "Back off. Deal with the goddamned van or you'll end up like its driver. Out cold." 

    When we began walking again, Piedmont didn't try to stop us. Instead, he raised his left jacket sleeve to his face and muttered something. Jeez. There's nothing too very obvious about holding a conversation with your sleeve, is there? It looks almost as normal as twisting your face around to talk to your lapel, doesn't it? 

    We had a two-man escort before we'd crossed the street. Two more men zeroed in on us from the other end of the terminal building and headed our way. 

    Oh, well. They knew who James was and likely who I was, and they undoubtedly knew where he'd parked, as well. It seemed likely his car and its surroundings would be bugged. 

    "James," I said as we waited for the garage's elevator, "How much do you know about what's going on?" 

    "Linda said some Arabs were after Denise." 

    "Yup. They tried to kill her a few times on the road." His eyes widened and he looked at Sue. 

    She nodded and said, "Yes, they did." 

    The elevator arrived, the door opened and we got in as I said, "We'd like you to go along with a plan to get her to a safe place. Are you up for that?" I poked the 'Three' and 'Four' buttons as he replied, "Uh... Hell, yes! 

What do I have to do?" 

    "When the door opens on three, she's going to drop that bag and sprint like a track star. Pretend to be upset and maybe even chase her for a ways, but not too far." 

    James glanced at Sue as his gaze narrowed. "That shouldn't be too difficult. Where's she going?" 

    "Can't say. The elevator may be bugged." 

    "Then why the charade?" 

    "Because it might not be bugged. Doesn't matter. She's leaving us on three." 

    He looked at Sue and she smiled at him as the elevator reached the third level. When the doors opened, she let the backpack drop and dashed out of the elevator. 

    James and I yelled and followed her out, screaming at her to stop. He ran halfway down the ramp after her and stopped, breathing hard as he watched her continue sprinting like a gazelle down the curved ramp until she disappeared. I'd left my duffle bag in the elevator's doorway when I'd gone out to look concerned and yell, "Denise!" a few times. James came trudging back up the ramp and leaned on the wall by the elevator door. 

    "Damn!" he wheezed, bending to get more air in his lungs, "I had... no idea... she could... run like that!" 

    I chuckled, "Yeah, she's quick," and when he turned his head to peer up at me, I said, "Now we'll mill around in confusion a bit and maybe walk around looking for her and calling her name for another bit, then eventually leave." He straightened up and asked, "Where will she go? She hasn't been in Dallas for ten years and more. She doesn't know anybody here anymore." 

    "She'll manage, James. Don't sweat it. The people who've been trying to kill her won't have a chance in hell of finding her until things have been taken care of." 

    He almost snapped, "'Taken care of' how?" 

    "Can't say. A number of arrests, for sure. They need to nail someone in particular and make some busts before they can call it done. I didn't think the NIA could do a good enough job of protecting her, so we cooked up this idea." 

    "Goddammit!" he growled, "I still don't know what the 'idea' is. How can I know she'll be safe?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Call Linda later. Do you want to pretend to go looking for Denise or just head for your car? There'll be people waiting for us with lots of questions." 

    He snorted a laugh. "A lotta good it'll do 'em to ask me anything. Yeah. Let's go on up to the car." 

    We got back in the elevator and I pulled my bag out of the doorway. When the door opened on the fourth level, there were no fewer than eight men and women waiting for us. I let my bag block the elevator door open again on general principles. 

    One big guy in particular stepped forward to block our way and demanded to know where Denise was. James told him she'd gotten off on three and the guy stormed, "We know that! Where the hell is she going?!" I set my backpack down --and in the process of doing so let my stun wand fall from its sleeve holder into my hand --and said, "You people haven't identified yourselves." 

    The guy turned enough to face me directly and leaned so close I could smell his breakfast. Obnoxiously, overbearingly close. I hate that kind of wannabe-drill-sergeant bullshit. 

    Before he could bark at me, I said sharply, "Back off! And find yourself a damned breath mint." 

    Someone behind the loudmouth choked on a chortle. That seemed to piss him off more. 

    His right arm tensed, so I poked the wand into his belly just below his belt buckle and said quietly, "That's a military-grade stun wand sticking in your gut. If you wanna be able to fuck again before Jesus comes back, you'll step back and lose the damned attitude." 

    Two of the men behind him had pulled their Glocks when they'd seen my arm and hand move to his middle. 

    Possibly initially thinking I had a knife, loudmouth had frozen and contained whatever he'd been about to yell. He eased back a pace and stared at the white stick as if he'd never seen one before. Well, being NIA, maybe he hadn't. 

    The guys with their Glocks out didn't put them away, but they weren't exactly pointing them at us, either. 

    Truth: all stun wands are alike. He obviously didn't know that, but everybody thinks that calling something 'military-grade' is like calling it

'heavy-duty'. 

    "Good deal," I said, "Now how about some ID?" He yanked a wallet off his belt and flipped it open. Well, glory be..! I'd found Milton Larcon hisowndamnedself! 

    "Now," he said, putting his wallet back in a smooth manner that suggested lots of practice, "Where-is-Denise-Leiter?" 

    "Can't say," I said, "Tell 'em what happened, James." He glanced at me and nodded. 

    "She got off on three and ran like I've never seen anybody run before. She didn't tell us where she was going." Looking at Larcon in particular, he added dryly, "And if she's met you before, I can see why." 

    "James," I cautioned, "Personal comments like that can make government types kind of cranky." 

    Glancing at my wand, he asked, "You think poking them with weird little sticks won't?" 

    "That's different. This weird little stick can put all these people down at once. Instantly." 

    Eyeing the wand again in a somewhat disbelieving fashion, he asked, "No shit?" 

    "No shit. Wanna see?" 

    Larcon held up a hand and snapped, "Just wait a minute, dammit! We only want to take her someplace safe!" 

    I looked at him in blatant disbelief and asked, "You'll keep her safe?! 

Did your people stop the gunners in the Caddy? Did they manage to capture the sniper alive for questioning? Did they stop the RPG round near Jackson? Did they stop that van a few minutes ago? No, Agent Larcon. Someone else did. I don't really know what your forte is, but apparently protecting people isn't what you do best." 

    James almost whispered, "My God! All those things really happened?" Nodding at Larcon, I replied, "Ask him, James. His people were on hand or nearby every single time." 

    Looking at Larcon, I said, "Forget it. Linda Baines will decide who gets her, if anyone." 

    Larcon growled, "Ms. Baines was ordered not to participate in this matter." 

    "That's just too damned bad, 'cuz I'm bringing her aboard. She's the only person I'd trust --or to know who else to trust --with Denise's life, so she's got the duty." 

    His gaze narrowed as he said, "Maybe we ought to look into who brought you aboard. Would we find out Ms. Baines violated a direct order from the White House?" 

    I laughed, "Hell, no. You'd find out --with absolute proof --that I was on my way to Texas anyway and just happened to get on her bus. As soon as I get away from you people, I'm heading over to Arlington to buy the motorcycle I found on the Internet." 

    "Jesus," muttered someone behind him, "This is the guy who..." Larcon whipped around and snapped, "Shut up!" then turned back to face James and me. "We know who you are and who you work for. We also know who you used to work for." He leaned toward me a bit and said, "And we know about your time in Africa... and what you did there..." 

    "And," I cut in, "None of it means jack shit as a viable threat or I wouldn't have a nuke security clearance, so what's your rather obscure point?" He growled, "We could have your clearance revoked." 

    "All you'd be doing is keeping a qualified volunteer from helping out if one of the nuke plants has a problem. Feel free to try it and be prepared to explain it under fire later." 

    "We could say we were acting on a tip. It might become necessary to thoroughly investigate your family and friends. How would that suit you?" 

    "We've been investigated by better people than you. It's a nuke clearance, remember? The FBI doesn't fuck around, Larcon; they dig deep. Next threat, please?" 

    He grinned. "A tax audit could be... very interesting." I grinned back at him. 

    "I had an audit last year, Larcon. It was kinda boring, y'know? Are you through playing Joe McCarthy yet? Or is this your Darth Vader impression?" One of the women behind him grinned. I flicked my eyebrows at her and he caught the gesture. Turning to eye them was all it took to make the ladies turn pale. I decided I really, truly didn't like this guy Larcon. 

    "Hey, Larcon," I said. 

    He turned to face me angrier than ever. 

    "What?!" he snapped. 

    "You already pretty much hate me on general principles, don't you?" His expression turned wary, but he growlingly replied, "Let's just say you've made it onto a special list I keep." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, I kinda thought so," and stunned him hard. Guns came out of holsters as he dropped, and as they did, I stunned those who held them. Four of the eight fell and four froze, then let their hands fall to their sides. 

    Picking up my bags, I said, "Relax, people. Nobody's hurt. In case you didn't already know it, you work for an asshole. When he wakes up, see if he'll call 3rd World about getting you some stun wands. James, where's your car? Let's go." 

    He pointed past me at a blue zone and said, "That way," and I covered our rear as we headed in that direction. 
Chapter Nineteen

    James led us to a light blue 1966 Ford Fairlane sedan in apparently pristine condition. It was a four-door model with the shifter on the steering column and just looking into it brought back memories of my first car. 

    "Damn, James," I laughed as I tossed my bags in the back seat, "You never get rid of anything, do you? Looks pretty good, though, for an old rattletrap Ford." 

    "It should. The paint's only a week old. I brought it today because the last time Denise saw it, it was a rusty hunk of junk I kept in the barn. I finally got around to restoring it." 

    He got in and put the key in the ignition as he asked, "Do you really think putting that guy down was such a good idea?" We pulled out of the slot and headed down a ramp as I replied, "Well, prob'ly not, but it sure felt good. Doesn't matter, I was on his shit list anyway. James, you're about my age. Are you in pretty good health?" 

    "Huh? Uh, yeah, I guess so." 

    "Good. Sue? You too busy to drop in?" 

    She instantly appeared between us in her trademark little black dress. A light dose of Sue's theta waves didn't keep James from letting out a shout and recoiling hard enough to send the car toward the wall. 

    Sue grabbed the wheel and corrected our course, then grinningly said to me, "Sorry I'm late. I had to change." 

    Returning her grin as James quickly stopped the car, I said, "You look ravishing, milady. That's James at the wheel." 

    She took the hint and turned to face him as she said, "Hello, James. I'm Sue." 

    James's eyes seemed huge as he stared at her and made no immediate reply. I boosted some extra theta waves at him and he seemed to relax somewhat. 

    "James," I said, "Say hello to Sue and let's get going again. We'll explain later and we have some things to discuss." Recovering a bit, he said, "Uh... okay. Hello, Sue." Looking past her, he asked, "What things to discuss?" 

    "Denise, mostly. Keeping her safe. Like that. I also want to give Linda a call when we get to your place." 

    I pointed ahead down the ramp. He nodded and started the car moving again. I heard a brief, loud knocking from the engine that sounded like a main bearing trying to die. 

    James rather embarrassedly apologized for the noise and said, "I'm going to rebuild the engine this summer." 

    Glancing at Sue, James asked, "Uh... how did you do that? Just... appear in here, I mean?" 

    "Technological magic," she answered, then added, "This is a nice old car." Sue grinned at me and --rather theatrically, I thought --held a hand over the dashboard toward the engine for several moments. The expression on James's face was truly priceless as the engine gradually quieted and smoothed out. 

    James started to blurt something and I raised a hand to stop him. Sue put a finger to her lips and said, "Bugs in the car." When we stopped for the mechanical arm at the garage's toll booth, the kid inside the booth almost drooled as he eyed the car and made change for a ten. 

    "Nice car!" he said emphatically, handing James the money. James replied, "Thanks," and moved us into the street. He put the car in neutral at the stoplight and gently brought the engine revs up, listening intently. 

    He listened just as intently when he put it in gear and gave it a little gas to get us moving again. 

    "Well, I'll be damned!" he almost whispered, "How the hell did you do that, ma'am?!" 

    She smiled at him. 

    "More technological magic, of course." Turning to me, she asked, "Ed, should I disable the bugs?" 

    "What? And make somebody think we have secrets? Oh, lordy, no, ma'am! 

Lettum listen all they want for now." 

    Leaning to look at James, I said, "Denise is aboard my flitter, James. If they want her, they'll have to go through Linda and get her to order me to turn Denise over to them. At this point, I think that's probably very unlikely to happen." 

    "Your what? How did she get there? Where is it?" 

    "Somewhere above Dallas. How far are we going?" 

    "Huh? Oh. About another eight miles. I have a place in Irving." 

    "Sounds good. Real good, in fact. I have neighbors and the neighborhood's changing for the worst, getting noisy as hell lately. Be nice to have some room around me." 

    He glanced at me and chuckled, "I had neighbors once, and once was enough." 

    "So how'd you come to settle in Texas?" 

    "The Air Force stationed me here for my last eight months. I kind of liked the place, so I bought some land." 

    We chatted the rest of the way about his farm, the car --and what Sue had done to fix it --and then the topic turned to the things that had happened on the bus trip. 

    By the time we reached James's farm --he didn't call it a ranch, for some reason --he had a general idea of Denise's situation. I didn't bring up my thoughts about how the NIA might prefer that she not survive, but James was apparently able to reach the same conclusion on his own. 

    "Seems to me," he said, easing the car into the barn and turning off the engine, "That it might be better for certain people if something happened to Denise." 

    I replied, "That thought had occurred to me, too." 

    "You think that's how it is?" 

    Sighing, I said, "Hope not, but it wouldn't surprise me. It damned sure wouldn't be the first time something like that's happened." 

    "So what do we do now?" 

    Grinning, I replied, "We keep her healthy." To Sue, I said, "The bugs have served our purposes, milady. Would you like to zap them now?" She smiled and said, "Happy to. Done." 

    "Thank you." We got out of the car and I keyed up a field screen and ignored James's reaction as I pinged the flitter. 

    The flitter turned on its console monitor and we saw Denise standing near the rear of the deck, munching potato chips as she looked out over the DFW

area. 

    "Don't load up on chips," I said, and she yelped as she spun around and searched for me. "We'll be going to lunch, so save some room for real food. Look at the console, ma'am. I have your uncle James on the line." Denise almost jogged to the console and sat down in the pilot's seat. As they exchanged enthusiastic greetings, I told the flitter to bring Denise down to the barn. Only a few seconds passed before the light streaming in the big double doors seemed to warp for half a second. 

    I went to close the barn doors before I said, "Flitter, park beside the car and drop your refractive field, please." 

    You could say it was a magic moment of sorts when the flitter seemed to pop into being not three feet in front of James. Uttering a kind of "Whaaa!" he jumped back a good six feet in one leap. 

    As James stared at the flitter in his barn, Denise seemed to be marveling at the fact that she was in the barn; she looked around in apparent awe and spotted Sue and me. 

    "You!" she breathed, then she shouted, "You!" 

    "Yup. Me. James, hop aboard. I'm gonna call Linda now." Sue simply disappeared from beside me and reappeared in the seat beside Denise's. James had been about to step forward, but her action stopped him in his tracks. He stared at her for a moment, then shook his head, muttered something, and stepped aboard. 

    Denise had seen her disappear, but had yet to become aware that Sue was sitting beside her, so her uncle's stare in her direction confused her. When Denise looked at me, I pointed at Sue. Denise didn't immediately understand and seemed to think I was pointing at her. She looked down her front, mystified as to what I might be trying to tell her, and apparently finally noticed Sue sitting beside her. 

    Not for the first time, I saw that Denise had a tendency to startle rather easily. My implant tingled sympathetically as Sue's theta waves calmed Denise enough that she didn't scream or bolt out of her seat. 

    Once I was aboard and we'd all taken seats, I keyed up a yard-wide field screen and single-pinged Linda. Her image appeared and she touched the corner of her screen to adjust the angle of display slightly, then stretched it to include Captain Emory Wallace, who was sitting beside her in his casual uniform. 

    Linda smiled at us and said, "Hello, all. James and Denise, this is Emory Wallace, my... boyfriend. First things first, please; Ed, do you have anything to report?" 

    "Yes, milady. James and I met Milton Larcon and some of his minions earlier. You may hear from him if you haven't already. He's prob'ly a little pissed at me." 

    James goggled at me and let out a short, sharp laugh. Eyeing him for a moment, Linda turned back to me and said rather archly, 

"Yes, Ed. I've already heard from Larcon and he's definitely pissed." Shrugging, I said, "Oh, well, it seems to be his natural state of mind, so don't worry about it. Flitter, please send Linda a copy of events from the time I boarded the bus in Spring Hill up to this moment." The flitter replied, "Yes, Ed," through my implant and I said, "Thanks, flitter. Linda, I'll highlight matters; I think the NIA has a mole in with the Arabs and I think Denise wasn't supposed to survive this trip. Now I've got her and I told Larcon that I was taking it upon myself to bring you into this, so you're covered regarding your instructions to stay out of it and you can operate openly." 

    She chuckled, "Did he buy it?" 

    "Maybe. Maybe not. Doesn't matter a damn to me. I've got Denise and she's safe." 

    "They'll ask why I didn't refuse to participate, you know." 

    "Hey, sorry 'bout that, lady. Want me to call the Prez and tell him that either you're in the game or I'll keep the ball?" 

    Grinning, she replied, "Maybe later. May I now have some private time with my brother and niece?" 

    "Certainly, milady. I'll put up a partition for you, then I think I'll take a little nap in the back 'cuz trying to sleep on the bus was something of an ordeal. Somebody let me know when it's lunchtime. We'll find a restaurant." James unclipped some keys from his belt and held them up as he said, "You can use the couch in the house if you want." 

    "No thanks, the flitter's fine. Oh, by the way, people may be watching the farm. Denise, stay in the barn or aboard the flitter. Flitter, go to invisible mode, please, and remain in the barn. James and Denise may come aboard at will until further notice." I grinned and added, "If they can find you." I keyed up a partition behind the seats and a field-generated bed appeared as I walked to the rear deck. 

    Stretching out on it, I said, "Thanks, Sue." She smiled and gave me a small wave as she disappeared. Theta waves put me to sleep almost instantly. Sue woke me up nearly as instantly in what seemed like only moments later. 

    "Lunchtime already?" I asked. 

    "It's almost one, but that's not why I'm waking you. We'll have company shortly. Four cars are approaching the farm." 

    "Where are Denise and James?" 

    "Denise is aboard. James is in the house." 

    "Good 'nuff. Flitter, remove the partition and bed, please, and elevate yourself twenty feet." 

    The partition and bed dissipated and Denise heard the part about elevating. She looked around as the flitter rose and the pitch of her tight little moan rose with it. 

    "Denise," I said, "There are four cars coming. I'm just moving the flitter above any floor traffic. Stay quiet up here." 

    With that, I dropped over the side and lowered myself to the barn floor using a field platform to slow my fall. Peeking out through the crack between the doors, I saw the cars coming at a good pace and waited until they were in the courtyard area to open one of the big doors and go outside. Two of the unmarked cars went left and two went right. A car slid to a stop near the barn and three men quickly got out to march toward me. One of them had a folded sheet of paper in his hand. 

    "Sir," he said, brandishing the paper, "We have a warrant to search this property for a missing woman. I'm..." 

    I cut in, "You're talking to the wrong guy. The owner's in the house. Which agency are you people with?" 

    He thumbed at the guy on his right and said, "Take over," then headed for the house with his precious bit of paper. 

    To his retreating back, I said, "If you guys break anything, you'll buy it before you leave. Remember that." 

    He stopped and half-turned to look at me, then continued. The guy in front of me flipped open his wallet to show his NIA card and badge. Shrugging, I said, "Kinda figured that. I wasn't kidding. If you guys break anything while you're searching, someone's gonna cough up the cash before you can leave." 

    "Sir," said the guy, "In the unlikely event anything is damaged, a request for reimbursement may be made..." 

    "You-aren't-listening," I insisted, "I don't care if you guys have to pass a hat, write checks, or call your mothers for cash. Damage will be paid for before you leave this farm." 

    He was persistently polite, I'll give him that. He again started to explain how certain forms would have to be filled out and submitted with as many as three appraisals of certain types of goods. 

    Raising a hand to stop his litany, I said, "Fuck all that. Go try to start your car." 

    "What?" 

    "Try it." 

    With a disbelieving grin, he asked, "You're serious?" Nodding firmly, I said, "Oh, yeah. Definitely. Go try it." The other guy near him laughed snidely and said, "Man, we meet all kinds of space cases in this job, don't we?" 

    I pointed as I sent a stun at his legs and he went to his knees, then settled back on his heels. As he struggled to make his legs work, he began to look as if he might panic. 

    To the first guy, I enunciated each word as I repeated, 

"Try-to-start-your-car. Did you understand me that time? Am I getting through to you yet?" 

    He stared at me for a moment, then his eyes went back to his buddy on the ground. Without a word, he went to the car and opened the door. 

    "Flitter," I whispered, "Don't let any of their cars start until further notice, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    The guy sat in the car and turned the key. Nothing happened. He tried again, then pulled the door shut and tried again. Pulling the seat belt into place, he tried again. Nothing. Opening the door, he yelled at the guy by the car behind him to try his car. He did so with the same results. Getting out of the car with his hand at his waist, the first guy looked ready to draw his weapon as he approached me. 

    In a tight voice, he almost yelled, "Sir, what have you done to our cars?" 

    "Do you believe me about breaking things yet?" 

    "Yeah. Sure. Okay. Now, what have you done to our cars?" I said, "Just behave while you're here," and headed for the house. The guy quietly said something to the guy on his knees and got an answer, then he followed me toward the house. 

    All the cars on that side of the courtyard were empty and the front house door was open behind the storm door. I let myself in and even held the door for the guy behind me, but he gestured that I should precede him. Shrug. Okay. Larcon and another guy had James on the couch and were snapping questions at him. When I walked in, Larcon saw me and veins stood out in his face and neck. I sent him some light theta waves to calm him down a bit. 

    "James," I said, "Did these guys touch you in any way when they came in?" 

    "Uh... they took hold of my arms and sat me on the couch." 

    "That's assault. They have a warrant to search the place, not shove people around. Do you have any instant coffee?" 

    "Uh... yeah. In the cabinet left of the sink." Larcon said, "You'd be well advised to stay out of this." 

    "And you'd be well advised to have a quick look around and get the hell out of here. And if you break anything..." Turning to the guy behind me, I said, "You tell him." 

    When the guy didn't immediately speak, Larcon snapped, "Tell me what, Harper?" 

    To Larcon, the guy said hesitantly, "Ahh... He said we'd have to pay for anything damaged, sir." Glancing at me, he added, "In cash, sir. Before we leave." 

    If Larcon's grin had been other than malicious, it would have been infectious. But it wasn't. 

    I met his gaze and said, "Guess you'd better tell him what else happened, Harper." 

    "Ahh... sir, he... he won't let us start our cars." 

    "He what?!" 

    "Uh, he won't... uh..." 

    Larcon exploded with, "I heard you, goddammit! What the hell do you mean

'he won't let us start our cars'?! How the hell can he stop you from starting cars?!" 

    The guy quailed, "Uh, sir... he just can. I don't know how." With a sigh, I said, "Larcon, take a fucking pill for that temper, will you? Yelling won't get you anywhere. After what happened this morning, did you really think you'd find Denise on this property? Would you be stupid enough to try to hide her at the family farm, for Chrissakes?" Heading for the kitchen with my mug, I muttered, "Jesus fucking Christ! 

Are they hiring halfwits these days?" 
Chapter Twenty

    I'd popped the lid off my mug when Larcon followed me into the kitchen and snapped, "I've had enough of you. You and Baines are both under arrest for obstruction." 

    Rinsing my mug and filling it with water, I put it in the microwave and said, "Bad move, Larcon. Real bad move." 

    After locating James's instant coffee, I said, "Don't forget your cars aren't running. The same thing'll happen to any other vehicles you bring out here. Cars, trucks, helicopters, tanks... it won't matter and you'll have a hell of a lot to explain later." Looking at him, I added, "When you wake up, that is." 

    Reaching for his gun, he grinned as he stated, "I'm going to call that a threat. Put your hands behind your head and..." 

    I lightly stunned his right arm and it dropped to his side. He freaked a bit and quickly fumbled for his gun with his left hand. I stunned that arm, too, and watched him continue to freak out until the microwave chimed. My coffee was ready to drink before Larcon was again able to barely make his arms work. He flexed his hands and arms and glowered at me from the doorway, apparently finally at a loss for words. 

    When I turned to put the spoon in the sink, I watched his reflection in the microwave's glass door. His right hand suddenly darted for his gun, so I stunned his arms again, then stunned his legs. 

    He pitched forward and slammed on the floor and the noise brought Harper in a hurry. He saw his boss on the floor and started to reach for his gun, but I stunned him cold and he went down. 

    "Larcon," I said, "You're a hard learner and I'll bet a lot of people even call you an asshole behind your back, but I won't do that." Pulling a chair out from under the kitchen table, I said, "No, Mr. Larcon, I'll say it right to your face. You're an asshole. Now it's your turn to talk. Tell me you're gonna get me and all that so we can get it out of the way and get down to business." 

    Writhing to turn himself enough to look at me, Larcon said fairly calmly, 

"Oh, I will get you. Count on it." 

    "Okay, that's out of the way. Now... Larcon, I know one of the agencies has a mole in with the Arabs. I think you've gone to a helluva lot of trouble to set Denise up to take the heat off your guy by helping her have a tragic accident. We're the only two people awake in this room, so go ahead and tell the truth if you want." 

    He grunted, "Go to hell." 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Look, Larcon, we may want the same thing, after a fashion. You want her dead. I want her alive and safe. Maybe we can compromise." 

    "What the hell are you talking about?" 

    "I'm talking about faking her death. Giving her a new life and ID to match. It's not exactly a new concept, y'know." 

    "We aren't set up to do that. And sometimes they're seen or they blow covers themselves." 

    "Not a problem with Denise." 

    "Bullshit. Happens all the time. Not good enough." I saw his arms move to lift himself a little. Probably still thinking about trying to get at his gun. 

    Letting him think I hadn't noticed, I said, "We can get her completely off the Earth, Larcon. The station asteroid." 

    Shaking his head, he replied, "Still not good enough. Someone could see her and tip the Arabs." 

    "So what? They couldn't get to her to question her. They'd still think she did it." 

    Such as he could manage, he shook his head. 

    "No, goddammit! It's too risky." 

    "So you're just dead set on killing her?" At the edge of rage, he snapped, "I didn't say that, damn you! I never said anything about killing her!" 

    "Yeah, well, you haven't accepted or offered any other options, either. If you aren't gonna kill her, just what the hell do you plan to do with her?" He choked a laugh, "Try asking me again when you're on the right team." 

    "Fuck you and your team crap, Larcon. You can level with me and cooperate a bit or I'll keep her and let you sweat about your mole indefinitely." Levering himself off the floor a little, Larcon almost whisperingly hissed, "Don't you get it yet, you dumb fuck?! It isn't up to me!" That sounded like the closest he'd get to any kind of a confession and footsteps were approaching the kitchen. James, or one of Larcon's goons? 

    Larcon's right arm moved and his hand appeared holding his gun. I stunned him cold as James appeared in the doorway with one of Larcon's men. The man went for his gun and I stunned his arm, then said, "Behave yourself and get your people together. You're leaving, but don't try to take Baines." 

    He struggled to make his arm work and I said to James, "I'm keeping Denise for now. I'll show you why later, when I show Linda," then I walked past them to the living room, turned down the hallway, and whispered, "Three suit on." The refractive field began bending light around me as the agent in the doorway yelped, "Hey! Get back here!" 

    Stepping very quietly into a corner in the first bedroom, I waited as the two agents looked in every room for me, then returned to the living room behind them to make sure nobody got rough with James. 

    The agents clustered and discussed matters for a short time as one of them tried to wake up Larcon and Harper, who came around in a dazed fashion. Harper's head seemed to clear as the guy continued unsuccessfully to try to wake Larcon. After a time someone suggested getting him to a hospital and the others pounced on the idea, perhaps partly just to get out of the house. One guy suggested leaving someone to watch the place and coming back with more men. My stun instantly dropped him cold on the front porch and he tumbled down the steps like a rag doll. His suggestion was ignored and they loaded him into the back seat of a car. 

    Yeah, they tried to take James with them, but when their cars wouldn't start, Harper seemed to make the connection and said, "Leave him. We'll have to walk out of here if we don't." 

    Standing outside the car, he yelled to the courtyard, "Is that right? Is that what you want? Can we go now?" 

    I whispered, "Flitter, please start all their cars at once." Heh. When the cars started seemingly on their own, some of the guys looked as if they might prefer to walk. Eventually the last car bumped over the driveway's cattleguard pipes and the dust of their leaving began to settle. When I entered the barn, I leaned into the old Fairlane, said, "three suit off," and honked the horn once. James hurried in as I called the flitter down and stepped aboard. After a brief hesitation when the flitter's field caused me to disappear again, he followed me onto the deck. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Please send Linda a copy of everything you've recorded since Sue woke me and told me those cars were coming. Put an 'eyes only' tag on the file, please." 

    James asked, "You aren't going to call her?" 

    "No. I want her to see it first. Denise, I'd like you and James to see it, too. Flitter, run that playback now, please. Use a three-foot screen and skip ahead to when I enter the kitchen and take the lid off my coffee mug." Shortening our version of the video allowed it to finish just before Linda pinged my implant with a triple chime. I sent back a double chime to let her know I had company. 

    She opened the link with a desktop view of her and said, "That was interesting, Ed. We'll work from the assumption that you're right until or unless a viable agreement is reached among the agencies involved." I asked, "How many agencies are involved, Linda?" 

    "At least two. Possibly three." Holding up a folder, she said, "I've received different answers from three offices. They know I'm not pleased and we're still digging." 

    "Orders? Instructions? Helpful suggestions? Hints?" She put the folder down, met my gaze, and said, "You're the guy on the spot. Call it like you see it." 

    Nodding, I said, "Okay. Denise should go to the factory station for a while. She needs to be out of everyone's reach. I'm thinking in terms of Amaran or Lorunan diplomatic immunity, and Sara can provide that." 

    "Sara?" asked Denise. 

    I answered, "She runs the asteroid station." Linda said, "Ed, I can see the Amarans or Lorunans granting her dual citizenship, but why would they add diplomatic immunity?" 

    "She'd be a courier, just like I was back in the seventies." 

    "But you only had diplomatic immunity when you... Oh. Permanent residency at the station. She wouldn't come to Earth at all unless she was on the job for some reason." 

    "You got it, Fearless Leader. However badly the agencies want anything, they won't be able to trump that. Nobody hassles golden geese. Ready for part two?" 

    Giving me a studious look, she asked, "Part two?" 

    "Yup. A little later, we'll make it look as if Denise traded the info to get the station job. I'll be the last person known to have it in his possession and I'll be on my way back to Florida on a bike, hanging onto the info until I'm sure Denise is safe." 

    "Fox and hounds," said Linda, then she asked, "On a motorcycle? Are you sure you want to do that?" 

    "How would they go about trying to chase a flitter?" 

    "That's a point of sorts, I guess, but I hope you come up with something a little better before then." 

    "Nah. I'm already here in Texas, so I might as well take a look at Parker's bike." 

    Linda gave me a raised eyebrow, then poked an icon on her screen and the view split. Half of the screen was Linda and half was --for us --blank. She asked someone if there were any seats available on the evening transport to the station. There were, and she reserved two of them. 

    James asked if she'd included him. 

    "Yes," said Linda. 

    "No," he said, "I have way too much to do around here." 

    "James," said Linda, "They'd call you a bargaining chip. It's too dangerous to stay. You're going with her." 

    Firmly shaking his head, James said, "No. Linda, I have a farm to run." 

    "Can't the farm survive a week or two? We could probably get you back there by then." 

    He shook his head. "I'd have to make arrangements for the livestock. The cows will need milked, the crops are a month from..." Linda cut in, "James, I have two people on the staff who grew up on farms. They'll know how to milk cows and we'll hire people to handle the crops." 

    "Linda," James protested, "There's more to it than that. I have other... oh, hell, I have responsibilities!" 

    "James," she countered, "Your niece will need an escort." 

    "Well," I ventured, "Actually, she won't ma'am." Linda's expression instantly darkened. 

    I continued, "Once she's at Carrington, you'll be able to get her upstairs and Sue can brief Sara on the situation. But I kind of share your concern about James, ma'am. Until the Arabs truly believe she's out of reach, they might think he'd know where to find her. That could get messy if they don't believe him. Torture and like that. And they'd prob'ly get pissed and kill him anyway when they find out he's telling the truth." Denise and James just stared at me as I added, "Somebody remind me... How many hostages have Arabs of one sort or another taken since 2001? You know; the guys who begged for their lives on international TV and were found decapitated in roadside ditches? The guys who starred in the snuff videos they posted on the net. Ever see one? Gory as hell." 

    Shrugging, I added, "No pressure, though, James. It's entirely up to you. Stay here if you want. Somebody'll milk the cows until they find new homes. If they don't kill the cows, too, that is. They can be kind of spiteful." He gave me a dour look and sighed, "Okay, I get the point." Turning to Linda, he said, "We'll work something out about the farm. How much time do I have?" 

    "The transport leaves at nine tonight." 

    James looked truly cornered as he said, "I need more time than that, Linda. There are people I can't even reach until tomorrow morning." 

    "No problem," I said, "The guy I have to see tomorrow won't be out of class until eleven-thirty. If you can wrap things up by ten I'll fly you to Carrington then. If you can't, Sue can cover you while I go take care of things and I can haul you to Carrington later. Linda?" Linda nodded. "Okay, but Denise leaves tonight. Have her here by five so we'll have time to visit a bit." 

    Saluting smartly, I snapped, "Yes, milady! As you say, milady!" and turned to James to stage-whisper, "Being her brother, you prob'ly already know that what she meant was, 'have her here by five or I'll have you shot at six'." He grinned and nodded. 

    "Yeah, she's always been like that. It wasn't so bad when she was eight, but it got worse as she got older." 

    "No doubt. Growing up with her musta been tough." Looking stricken with the memories, he replied, "It was... Well... I guess you'd just have no idea." 

    I clapped him on the shoulder and said, "Oh, but I do. I kind of grew up with her, too. Sympathies, man." 

    He sighed, "Thanks. It was hell sometimes, you know?" Leaning on her desk and propping her chin on her hand with a dour expression, Linda tonelessly sighed, "How very touching," as Denise cackled softly. 
Chapter Twenty-one

    It was a little after two when our conference call with Linda ended. I suggested a light lunch and we moved James's tractor into the barn to cover taking the flitter out. 

    Denise had suggested that since she and James would be off Earth soon, they ought to pick a place that would be hard to replicate inside a big metal ball. 

    I said I didn't care where we ate as long as I could get a good steak, a burger, or a big salad and didn't have to dress up. Denise gave me one of those 'how typical' looks. 

    We ended up at a restaurant in the town of Red Rose. It was a family-style place in a building that had apparently been there for ages. The food was good and the decor was composed of remnants of the forties and fifties. On the way out of town we stopped to check out the local claim to fame; dinosaur tracks in a streambed. I bought Denise a fossilized shark's tooth that seemed to fascinate her. Hell, it fascinated me too, in that it was almost two inches wide. 

    Another tooth on display but not for sale was close to twice as large, which according to the tooth's blurb meant the Megalodon that lost it could have wrapped its face completely around a Volkswagen Beetle. Having unpleasantly encountered many of the sharks of this era on several occasions, I found the thought of a shark that big particularly disturbing. Back at the farm there were things to do. James had an operation running that normally required only one person --him --to get everything done in a given day, but a big chunk of this day had already been spent in other ways. While he prepped the milking machines, I threw feed in troughs and fresh straw on the floor for the cows. Denise sounded the bell on the barn's porch to bring the cows in from the pasture, then she helped James with the machines. 

    After a few more chores were out of the way, we all took turns in the shower, then James got on the phone and Denise and I got on the flitter for the half-hour trip to Carrington. 

    By the time I'd taken a beer for each of us from the cooler, we were twenty miles up and going 3800 miles per hour. Once Denise's initial shock had worn off, she seemed to enjoy the ride, asking all the usual questions and staring over the side. 

    Denise found our steep, rapid descent rather disconcerting, but while she got a very solid grip on her seat, she didn't scream. When I tossed my beer bottle over the side and it became a bright flash of plasma, Denise's eyes went wide, but she didn't ask what had happened to it. 

    She just swilled the last of her beer and grinned as she tossed her own bottle. Yeah, she'd probably adjust to station life without much trouble. I took her to Linda's office and, after visiting with Linda for maybe ten minutes, I took my leave. Denise surprised me with a hug and a quick kiss and held up her shark's tooth. 

    "I'll have it polished and I'll make something for my desk out of it." 

    "Sounds good, milady. It'll be the only one on the station." When I returned to the farm there were two cars in the courtyard, but neither of them appeared to be government issue vehicles. I had the flitter send a probe through the house and saw two men and a woman at the kitchen table with James. 

    The flitter identified the man and woman on James's left as the Prestons, neighbors from an adjacent farm. The other man was their foreman, Jack Hogan. I went into the house and found they'd struck a deal about running James's farm during his absence. 

    When James had asked Linda how much he could tell people about where he was going and when he'd be back, Linda had told him to say she'd invited him to visit the station with her and that he'd likely be back in ten days or so. I didn't bother to speculate why she'd chosen that amount of time, since it seemed likely to me that any agency's interest in James would pretty much vanish the moment Denise's new status was announced. 

    That left the Arabs' interest in James, which might take somewhat longer to dissipate, but it seemed likely to me that their intel network would turn up the news about Denise fairly quickly, if only from news releases regarding the station. 

    After I gave them a quick tour of the flitter, James took them back into the house to go over a few more things about the farm. 

    Around six-thirty I heard the sound of a car approaching on the gravel lane and went outside to find Juanita 'Gina-short-for-Regina' Torres parking a red Ford convertible with rental plates behind the other cars. Huh. I hadn't expected to see her again so soon. 

    I said to James, "She was on the bus with us. She's NIA. Go take care of your friends. I'll deal with her." 

    He went back in the house as I stepped off the porch and said in a rather flat tone, "Well, fancy meeting you here." 

    She got out of the car and shut the door. She was wearing jeans, sneakers, and a blue blouse. I noticed her breasts had miraculously shrunk to a size more appropriate for her figure. 

    "No need for an attitude, Ed. I quit this afternoon." 

    "A good move, if true. What brings you out here?" 

    "You. I figured you'd be here, and before you ask, I found the place on my own, the old-fashioned way; I looked James up in the phone book." 

    "You came here to see me, huh? Should I be flattered?" Holding up my beer, I asked, "Want a beer?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Sure. Thanks," and started toward the porch. I said, "Uh-uh," and stopped her with a touch on her shoulder. "This way," I said, walking to the end of the house. 

    She gave me an odd look, but followed. I stopped at the corner of the house to let her catch up, then said, "Flitter, extend your field to us, please." 

    Gina gasped as she was suddenly able to see the flitter. I stepped aboard and held a hand out to her to help her step up. 

    Through my implant, the flitter said, "Ed, Ms. Torres has a handgun in her backpack." 

    I whispered, "Thanks, flitter." 

    Standing behind the seats, Gina stared around the deck as I fished an Ice House out of the cooler. Eyeing the way the beer bottle seemed to appear from thin air, she came to study the matter more closely and stubbed her fingers on the cooler she couldn't see. I opened the beer and handed it to her, got one for myself, and took a seat by the console. 

    Looking around the flitter again, Gina took the seat on my left and sipped her beer, and said, "I guess you can tell I've never been on a flitter before." Gesturing at the cars, she said, "I was going to ask if I'd come at a bad time, but I guess you wouldn't have offered me a beer if it was." 

    "They're here to see James, not me." 

    She sipped again, then she turned to me and said, "I didn't really quit, but I would have. Larcon called me into his office, raised hell about the PFM

and wand for a while, asked if I was retarded, then asked why you'd given them to me. When I said I didn't know, he said they could be bugged and ordered me to hand them over." 

    Looking at me, she asked, "Are they bugged?" Shrugging, I said, "No, but they have locator programming. If you lose any field device, it can eventually be found. I've never heard of a wand being used as a listening device." 

    "What about the PFM?" 

    I shook my head. "Not yours. Field screens and other commo functions require special programming. Yours doesn't have it. Neither does Denise's." Sipping again, she said, "When I objected --I said the FBI and CIA had them --he got really pissed and said that none of his people would carry or use anything made by 3rd World Products, and that if I wanted to stay on his team, I'd damned well get with the program." 

    Well, that sounded about right. He was big on that 'team' bullshit. I sipped my beer and waited for more. 

    "Anyway," said Gina, "I'd been thinking --about a lot of things --and when he cranked off at me..." She grinned at me and said, "I said 'no'. He couldn't fucking believe it, Ed. The look on his face was... well, it was beyond extreme. He looked like he'd explode, then he came around the desk and tried to grab the wand." 

    Heh. I could guess what happened next. 

    Looking a little sheepish, she confessed, "He's big, you know? And... Well, he looked like he wanted to hit me, and... uh... It... the wand... well, it just sort of went off, I guess." 

    Snorting a chuckle, I asked, "It 'just went off', huh?" She nodded. "Well... yeah. But not very much. I didn't even realize it until he pulled back like he'd been shot in the arm. It was just a little accident, damn it. I didn't mean to do it." 

    Laughing, I said, "Gina, he'd already been zapped a few times today. Once at the parking garage and a few times here. Getting unexpectedly zapped by one of his own people must have stomped on his last good nerve." Giving me a droll look, she sighed, "Well, I guess that explains why he called me some pretty nasty names and fired me while he screamed at the others to get me the hell out of there." 

    Firing federal employees was normally a bit more complex than that, but if Larcon had really been that pissed, she wouldn't have had a future with the NIA in any case. 

    Of course, the tale of her firing might be no more than a ruse to put her back in my company, but it was a good story, if nothing else. Didn't matter whether it was true. 

    "So, what now?" I asked, "Another agency or some time out of the trade?" Shaking her head, she answered, "I don't know yet. I thought I'd talk to the FBI. At least they have stun wands." 

    She sipped and seemed to stare at nothing for a time, then turned to me. 

"Why did you give me a wand and a PFM?" 

    "Same reason I gave you a beer. I just did." Grinning, she insisted, "Come on! Why?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. Won't tell you, ma'am." 

    "Why not?" 

    Chuckling, I said, "Well, hell, lady, if I told you that, you'd know, wouldn't you? Nope. I'd rather you figure it out on your own. Ever been to Carrington?" 

    "You mean the Amaran base?" 

    "The 3rd World base. The Amarans just use it along with everybody else these days." 

    "No. I've never been north of St. Louis." 

    "Then you're in luck. I'm running James up there some time tomorrow. If you're here, you can come with us." 

    She mulled that for a moment, then asked, "Is that why you gave me a PFM? 

To get me to join 3rd World?" 

    "Nope. Besides, I didn't give them to you. Sue did." Sipping her beer as she eyed me, Gina asked, "Then why? And why would you take me with you to Carrington?" 

    "You're kinda cute. Especially now. I didn't care much for those godzilla balloons you wore on the bus. There are other ways to conceal a gun and wear a wire." Indicating her chest with my beer bottle, I said, "I like those much better." 

    Gina stared at me briefly, then a small smile formed that got bigger. She laughed, "'Godzilla balloons'? I love that!" 

    I said gallantly, "Well, then you may have it, milady. And me, too, should you feel an urge." 

    Laughing again, she muttered, "'Godzilla balloons'," and snickered, 

"You're telling me you'd give me a ride to Carrington to try to get me into bed?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. Still wrong, ma'am. When you got swapped at the Dallas terminal, I didn't expect to see you again. My offer to take you to bed is an altogether separate matter. I just think I could do a good job of pleasing you and I'd love to give it a shot." 

    Snorting another laugh, she replied, "I'm sure you would. It seems to be all men think about most of the time." 

    Something glinted in the distance. The angle of the setting sun had made a car vaguely visible among the trees about half a mile away, and I didn't remember seeing one there when we'd arrived. 

    Answering Gina's last comment, I said, "Oh, less than you'd think, probably. Who do you think's in the car at the end of the north pasture?" Stopping herself in mid-sip, Gina grunted, "Huh?" Squinting at the car, she opened her purse and took out a pair of opera glasses, then stood up and used them for several seconds before handing them to me. 

    Opera glasses? Guess she didn't turn every little thing in when she left. Nah. Not fair. I had mini-binoculars in my old bike's left saddlebag, so she could have her opera glasses. 

    "Can't make anything out," she said, "But it's probably one of those jerks I used to work with." 

    "Might be someone working for the Arabs," I said, "I'll go check it out." She probably thought I'd use the flitter; that might explain why she hurried to sit down and seemed surprised when I put my beer down and stood up. I could have asked Sue to check it out quietly, but I'd had enough of sitting and talking for the moment. I keyed up my board, stepped onto it, and slid off the flitter's rear deck at about forty miles per hour. Turning hard right, I boosted my speed to around eighty and circled the stand of trees. As I came upon the car from behind at treetop altitude, I turned on my three suit and the refractive field made me effectively disappear. My board sensed the change as it happened and followed 'suit', so to speak. 

    The car below was a rental. Two men in casual attire sat in the front seat. The driver was sipping from a paper cup and the other was using a big camera with an even bigger telescopic lens to study the farm. The camera clicked twice, then he lowered the camera to talk to the other guy. I sent a warming tendril into the camera and cranked up the heat. When the camera started smoking, the guy with the cup noticed it first and pointed at it as he yelled, "The camera! It's on fire!" 

    The guy holding the camera had noticed by then, of course, because the camera was getting hot. He tossed it out the car window and opened the door to get out. The other guy placed his cup on the dash and got out to hurry around the car. 

    Neither seemed to know what to do about the camera, which was still smoking. The one who'd been holding it nudged it with his shoe for no apparent reason, then reached to pick it up by the huge lens. 

    I stunned them both, then searched them. The driver was with the NIA. The other guy was a private investigator from Fort Worth who had eleven rolls of film in his pockets, some used and some not. 

    Making a little pile of the film, I added a road map and a notebook I found in the car's front seat. 

    Pulling the car's back seat up, I tossed their guns, wallets, and car keys in the space under the seat and shoved the seat back down, then lifted to treetop level again and sent a hot tendril into the pile under the camera. The road map ignited first and helped create a merry little bonfire in the clearing. 

    As the camera-guy woke up, he smelled smoke and woke up even faster. Seeing the bonfire, he started yelling, and that woke up the driver. Both of them did a kind of a little dance around the fire, trying to stomp it out and kicking dirt on it, but it was too late to save anything that could burn. 

    The NIA guy used a stick to poke through the ashes for anything that might be salvageable. The camera guy ranted a bit and kicked the pile of ashes, which pissed off the NIA guy, who stood up sputtering as he wiped his face. More ranting by both men ensued and they searched the car for their missing items. The NIA guy railed about his missing gun and credit cards, mostly, while the camera guy seemed most distressed about his torched equipment, calling it 'a thousand-dollar rig' and swearing a lot. In the meantime, the NIA guy continued searching the area, then seemed to get a bright idea and ran to root through the car's glove box. He produced a booklet and quickly leafed through it, then found the trunk release on the driver's side of the car. 

    Grinning as if he expected to find their stuff in the trunk, he hurried around the car and looked into the trunk. Seeing nothing, he yanked up the carpeting and checked the spare tire storage area. Not finding anything there, either, made him go ragingly ballistic for a time. 

    I thought about leaving them like that, with their only options to wait for someone to come looking for them or walk to a phone, but there were people-trails in the woods. 

    Shoe prints and sneaker prints here and there told me that the area got a bit of traffic between the highway and the road that went past James's farm. The prints were too small to have been made by adults. School kids getting off a bus and short-cutting to the other road through the woods? 

    Whatever. Couldn't take a chance on kids playing in the car and finding guns. The two guys were sitting on the ends of the front seat, half in and half out of the car. 

    I hovered above the car's roof, knelt on my board so I could slam a fist on the roof, said, "Look under the back seat," and lifted to fifty feet or so to head back to the farm. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    When I returned, Gina was still watching the woods. Circling the flitter, I turned off my three suit and slid aboard. Gina didn't realize I was there until I plunked myself into the pilot's seat and reached past her to pick up my beer. 

    After a short shriek and a fairly long step backward, she took a deep breath and let it out, then asked through clenched teeth, "What was that... thing you were on?!" 

    "It's a flying board. Sue gave me the idea." Her angry look turned to astonishment. 

    "You make them?!" 

    Grinning, I asked, "You thought they made themselves?" Sputtering, she yelped, "I mean, you make them?" 

    "Same answer, but now I think my feelings are hurt." Shaking her head, she said, "No, dammit! I mean... I thought only the Amarans could make things like that." 

    "I'm not an Amaran. Neither is Sue." 

    "Then how can you..." Her sentence remained unfinished as she saw my 'you gotta be kidding' expression. 

    I said, "I'd rather not say, ma'am." 

    "Did you make the PFM, too?" 

    Sipping beer, I said, "Nope. Sue did that. And your wand. I just make the boards." 

    Gina seemed at a loss for words. Condensation from her bottle dribbled on her jeans-clad knee and she glanced at the spot, then took a long swig. I let the silence continue for a time, then asked, "Where's your home turf, Gina?" 

    Glancing at me, she said, "Tampa." 

    "Where are you staying tonight?" 

    Shrugging, she said, "I'll get a room somewhere." 

    "Then what?" 

    Giving me a sideways look, she asked, "What do you think? I'll head back to Florida and start looking for a job." 

    Nodding, I said, "Just a minute, then. Flitter, send a commo ping to Myra Berens' PFM, please." 

    Gina asked, "Who's Myra Berens?" as I keyed up a two-foot field screen. I said, "NSA. Tampa office," as Myra's face appeared and she yelped, "Ed? 

Oh, my God, who died?!" 

    With a droll look, I replied, "Ha, ha, lady. You're hinting that I don't call often enough, right?" 

    She gave me an arch look. "Something like that, yes." 

    "You couldn't call me now and then?" 

    "Miss Manners says ladies don't call gentlemen." 

    "That's why she's a ninety-year-old virgin." Myra laughed, "Okay, I'm equally guilty. What's up?" 

    "Oh, I just wondered if the NSA is recruiting lately." Laughing again, she asked, "Why? Did Linda finally fire you for real?" 

    "Nope, but the lady on my left says Milton Larcon fired her today. Myra Berens, meet Juanita 'Gina' Torres." 

    Myra focused on Gina and said, "Hi, Gina. Fill me in." Her chatty greeting obviously took Gina by surprise, but she replied, "Uh, hello, Ms. Berens," and held up her left arm to show her PFM. "Sue gave me this PFM and a stun wand. Larcon doesn't like 3rd World for some reason, and when I wouldn't turn them over to him, he fired me." Looking at me, Myra said, "That's how we heard it, too. Why the stun wand, Ed?" 

    "Her PFM only does p-fields. If she goes to work for the NSA, that can be remedied." 

    Turning back to Gina, Myra asked, "How about it? Want to drop by and put in an application tomorrow?" 

    Gina looked startled as she asked, "Uh... tomorrow? Ms. Berens, I'm in Dallas." 

    "Call me Myra, Gina. I know where you are. Ed, can you give her a ride?" 

    "A problem, milady. I'm supposed to stick around here tonight. I can run her back to Florida tomorrow, but I don't know what time that'll be. Might be better to schedule any job interviews for Thursday or Friday so she'll have time to change clothes and turn in her rental car." Nodding, Myra grinningly said, "Okay. I guess we can struggle along without her for another few days." A doorbell rang and she glanced away, then said, "Gotta go, Stephen's here." Pausing as if suddenly remembering something, she added, "Oh, that's right... You don't know Steve, do you?" 

    "Myra," I said, "I don't know any of your boyfriends. I guess you aren't saving yourself for me, huh?" 

    That made her laugh again. "No, Ed. I'm not saving myself for you. Sorry. By the way, how's Toni?" 

    "Oh, fine. She may graduate this year if she can get a couple of labs done in time." 

    "Good for her. Well, like I said, I gotta go. Bye!" 

    "Bye." I tapped the 'disconnect' icon and sipped my beer as I poked up a picture of Toni. 

    "Thought you might ask," I said, "That's Toni." 

    "I know who she is," said Gina, "I also know she's your girlfriend. I saw some of your file during a briefing." 

    "What else do you know about her?" 

    "She's bi, but she's mostly into women. Works for a real estate company. Lives in Inverness. Some of the info in the file came from another agency, so I don't know if it's confirmed." 

    Shrugging, I said, "It's close enough. We play together a few times a month and go clubbing some weekends." 

    The front door of the house opened and James escorted his guests out to their cars, then stood looking around. When I made no move to call him to the flitter, Gina looked at me oddly, but said nothing. 

    I finished my beer and pitched the bottle. The flare when it hit the flitter's field startled the hell out of Gina. I told her what had happened to the bottle and she eyed her bottle for a moment, then swilled the last of her beer and tossed it. 

    The flares brought James to the edge of the parking gravel in a hurry. I stepped off the deck to join him, then I picked up a pebble and tossed it at the flitter as Gina joined us. 

    The pebble became a small bright ball of plasma. James stared for a moment, then asked if he could try it. A few pebbles later, he shook his head. 

    "Damn, Ed. I had no idea Linda was working with people like you and things like that. I thought she was just running a security office way up in North Dakota." 

    "That's exactly what she's doing, James; running a security office for 3rd World. Don't bother making a bed for me in the house. I'll be sleeping aboard the flitter." 

    "You sure?" 

    "Yup. It makes a good mobile command center." 

    "I guess it would, at that. Would you mind if we didn't leave in the morning? I want to walk the Prestons and Jack through things and I may not see this place for a while." 

    "No problem. I can run you up there in the afternoon." Nodding, he said, "Okay. Thanks. I have a few more things to do before bedtime, so I guess I'd better get to them. The door's unlocked if you want to take a shower or raid the fridge. Yell if you need anything out here." 

    "Will do. Thanks." 

    To Gina, he said, "Goodnight, ma'am," and to me he said, "See you in the morning." 

    We shook hands and he went into the house. Gina looked at the barn and sighed softly. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "He's worried about this place and he's going to miss it a lot, Ed. A lot." 

    "Yeah, likely so." 

    "Can we go for a walk?" 

    I shrugged. "Sure. Lead the way." 

    After walking in silence for a time we ended up by the pond. Moonlight seemed to give the pond and everything around it a coating of silver and reminded me of another time on a farm in Mesquite, Texas with a woman named Anne. 

    Standing at the edge of the water, Gina said softly, "It seems like so much has happened in the last two days, Ed. When I got on that bus, it was just another surveillance assignment." Looking up at me, she said, "Now I have a PFM and a stun wand, but I was fired from my job over a thousand miles from home." 

    "Not a problem. You're smart, you're in great shape, and you're at least half-trained, so even if the NSA doesn't take you --although I expect they will --I can think of at least three other agencies that would probably hire you." 

    With a chuckle, I added, "And you're still young enough to join the military, y'know. For you, Officer Candidate School would be a breeze." She shook her head. "I don't think I'd enjoy the military." 

    "You never know. Things are what you make them, civilian or otherwise. Want to bunk aboard the flitter tonight? You'd save the price of a room and have wonderful company." 

    Gina giggled and asked, "Wonderful company, huh?" I pretended shock and asked, "What?! You don't think I'm wonderful? What's wrong with you, lady? I'm hurt!" 

    Her giggle became a short laugh. 

    "I only saw seats and a console, Ed, and I'm not into camping on a hard floor." 

    "Objection overruled, ma'am. The flitter not only has a bed, it has a full bathroom." 

    Grinning, she snorted, "If it does, they're very well hidden." Nodding, I replied, "Exactly so, ma'am." Keying up my board and mounting it, I said, "Hop on, I'll show you." 

    Gina stepped back when the board appeared, then she stepped forward and bent to touch it. She ran her hand over the surface for a moment, then rapped her knuckles on it. Straightening up with apparent determination, she got a grip on my left arm and stepped aboard. 

    I made the board rise fifteen feet to keep her from thinking of jumping off, then guided it halfway around the pond and across the pond's surface toward the flitter. Gina made all the usual new-rider noises and her grip on my arm became rather crushing for a time. 

    At the flitter, I stepped to the deck and gallantly handed her down from the board. Once on the deck, she put her hands on her hips and made a display of taking a good look around, her sweeping gaze ending when it met mine. 

    "I don't see a bed," she said flatly, "I don't see a bath." 

    "Flitter, please show Gina your camping gear." She snickered, "Camping gear?" as the flitter's amenities took form behind her. I pointed past her shoulder. 

    Gina turned her head to look, then her body followed and her hands fell to her sides as her eyes widened and her mouth fell open. 

    "Toldja," I said, "This is my idea of camping." 

    "Oh, my God!" she whispered, taking a couple of steps to touch the bed with her fingertips, "It's solid, but I can see through it!" 

    "Not that well. It's only translucent, not transparent. Check out the bathroom." 

    She wasn't ready to stop investigating the bed. Sitting down on the edge of it rather gingerly, she tested its solidity with her weight by bouncing up and down slightly. 

    "Oh, my God!" she whispered again, then she looked at the grey column behind the seats and asked, "That's a bathroom?" 

    "Yup. Have you had a shower yet, ma'am, or have they kept you running all day?" 

    Gina looked at me, pretended to sniff her shoulder, and asked, "You couldn't tell?" 

    Bowing slightly, I replied, "Ma'am, I wouldn't tell. I'm a gentleman, y'know." 

    She laughed again and got off the bed to have a look in the bathroom. I heard water run for a moment and listened to her marvel as she watched it seemingly dissipate in the drain below the sink. 

    "That is so cool! The water just... goes away!" A moment passed before she stepped out and asked, "But where the hell does the water come from?" 

    "The air," I said, "Condensation. Watch." Entering the bathroom to hold my hand over the sink, I used my implant to cause water to condense in my palm and dribble into the sink. Gina stood there in shock for a moment, then leaned for a closer look and yet again muttered, "Oh, my God!" 

    Grinning, I asked, "Good trick, huh?" 

    She stared starkly at me and yelped, "Good trick?! Hell, yes, it's a good trick! Some people would consider it a goddamned miracle!" I shook my head. "Don't. It's just another use for field technology. You've seen me call up field screens. Same thing. I can make light, too." 

    "Light?! Show me!" 

    Making a field tendril extend from my hand upward to circle the bathroom enclosure, I made it turn neon blue, red, and green, then capped the short show with an 'angry squid' display of vibrant iridescence before I turned it off. 

    Gina stood looking mesmerized throughout the display, then turned her big eyes on me as if realizing something for the first time. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    In a kind of shocked whisper, Gina asked, "Are you... Uh, are you sure you aren't an Amaran?" 

    Spreading my hands, I replied, "No, I'm just a guy who learned to do a few things with fields, that's all." 

    She sat down on the bed again and stared around, then back at me. "You mean all this... stuff... is made of... of nothing?" 

    "It's made of something. Directed field energy. You're sitting on it, Gina. Does it feel like 'nothing'?" 

    Several moments of silence passed before she looked down at the PFM on her left arm, then examined my arms and quietly asked, "You have one of these, don't you? That's how you did those things." 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup." 

    "It's not on your arms. Where is it?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Uh-uh. No, ma'am. Do you think I'm stupid enough to tell you that if there's even the slightest chance you'll search me to find it?" 
Chapter Twenty-three

    Gina gave me a grinning 'oh, we're back to that' roll of her eyes and laughed as she shook her head in mock disbelief. 

    I let her have her moment, then said, "Now I have a question for you, sweetie. I didn't expect to see you again anytime soon after we got off the bus, yet here you are. You said you came here to see me, but you never said why you wanted to see me." 

    Resting her elbows on her knees, Gina looked up at me. 

    "No, I guess I didn't, did I?" She tapped her PFM with her right index finger and said, "After I was fired, I didn't know if I'd be allowed to keep this --and the wand --if I wasn't working for the government." Shrugging, I said, "The government has to buy them, Gina. Those were privately issued to you." 

    Nodding, she said, "And I'm still trying to figure out why." Grinning, I reached into the cooler and said, "Good luck with that, ma'am. Want another beer?" 

    She eyed what she could see of what was in the cooler and nodded. "Thanks. Why can't I see your cooler?" 

    Opening and handing her a beer, I said, "I didn't think it added properly to the flitter's decor." 

    Laughing and taking a sip, she said, "Oh, that's real cute, but most men don't know shit about decor." 

    "Um. Good point. Okay, then, light is bent around it and isn't absorbed, so there's less heat to contend with." 

    Raising her bottle to me, she nodded firmly and said, "Now that makes sense." 

    I sat on the bed beside her and said, "Glad to hear it." Giving me a sharp glance, she asked, "That is the real reason, isn't it? 

Not more bullshit?" 

    "Yup. It's the real reason." Sipping my beer, I added, "Unlike the reason you gave me for being here tonight." 

    Sitting upright, she asked, "What's wrong with the reason I gave you for being here? If I was going to lose them, I wanted to get it out of the way now." 

    "As opposed to simply keeping them until Sue or I said something or came for them, you mean." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "Yes. Exactly." 

    Sighing, I affected a look of vast disappointment and placed a hand as if to protect my heart as I asked, "Then you didn't come all the way out here just to see me?" 

    Gina snickered, "Oh, hell. Sure, Ed. I came all the way out here to see you." 

    Looking skeptical, I responded with, "Right. Sure you did. Women like you have tried to use me before, you know." 

    Her left eyebrow went up. "Women-like-me?" I clarified, "You know; wickedly beautiful women. The kind men fall for instantly." 

    She laughed, "Oh, good save, there." 

    Grinning, I admitted, "Yeah, I thought so, too. Caught it before it hit the ground, anyway." 

    That brought another chuckle out of her. Gina looked around the flitter for a moment, then said, "Being fired sort of eliminated my biggest reason for being in Dallas." 

    With a small sigh, she said, "Actually, I probably should get back to Tampa as soon as possible, Ed. It might be better if I did go back tomorrow." 

    "Well, damn." 

    "Damn?" 

    "Of course, 'damn'. I was looking forward to blowing all my spare time on you for the next day or so. What's so important in Tampa?" She sighed, "Oh, some things I should have taken care of before I left." Looking up at me, she said, "But I didn't have time. I was supposed to have Monday off because I worked at the office on Saturday, but I got the call to get on that damned bus. It pissed me off; they could have sent one of the others." 

    "Are you the only woman on your team?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Then there's your answer, if I judge Larcon correctly. You automatically drew the short straw." 

    With a grim chuckle, she said, "I drew a short straw when I was assigned to Larcon's group," then she asked, "Hey, how much sleep did you get last night? I mean good sleep, not 'wakened-every-fifteen minutes' sleep." I shrugged. "Not that much of it, really. A few hours at best. I take it you'd like to turn in early tonight?" 

    Gina nodded. "You take it right. I'd planned to turn these things over to you and hit the road to find a motel." 

    "Got everything you need with you? Toothbrush, shampoo, and all that?" Nodding again, she looked at the red convertible and stood up saying, 

"Back in a minute." 

    Once she was off the deck and beyond the flitter's field, I said, 

"Flitter, let me know if Miz Torres contacts anyone while she's visiting me, please." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I didn't have long to wait. Torres leaned into the car and seemed to be searching one of her two bags, taking things out of it and setting them on the trunk of the car. 

    The flitter said, "She has activated her cell phone within her backpack." 

    "Patch the call to my implant, please." 

    Torres was suddenly saying in my head, "...took her to Carrington. I don't have to do this now, David. Ed made a... a call... to someone he knows in the NSA. She has a PFM too, and she wants to see me about a job." 

    "Gina, if you do this, he'll rip you to shreds in his report. What if the NSA decides not to hire you?" 

    "I don't think these people will buy his bullshit, David. They know him. I have a shot and I'm taking it." 

    "I hope you don't have to regret this later, Gina." 

    "As much as I'd regret working for Larcon? Oh, hell, I don't think so, David. Look, I have to go now. Thanks for standing up for me. I hope you didn't get into trouble." 

    "He chewed my ass a little, that's all. Gave me one of his lectures about being a team player. I'm okay." 

    "Well, thanks anyway, David. Gotta go now. Bye." 

    "Bye. Be careful." 

    "You, too." 

    The call ended. I'd kinda figured that was why she'd come out here. Larcon had made her job depend on making a useful connection with me or James. Well, it appeared that Myra had zapped that scheme with a job offer, however vaguely stated as 'put in an application when you get back'. But there was still another level of subterfuge to consider. People tend to believe things they overhear, and that maxim is part of any spook's basic training. Knowing I might be monitoring her, had Gina staged her call as a way of making a progress report? 

    I decided it didn't really matter. Larcon's people couldn't reach Denise and couldn't bring anything to bear against James that Sue, the flitter, or I couldn't counter. 

    If Gina was --now --here because she'd dumped Larcon and company, fine and good. If not, the same immediate results would apply. She could have me for a night and a ride home tomorrow. 

    After transferring some things to her backpack, Gina put the larger bag in the trunk and put the convertible's top up, then headed back to the flitter. I noticed a sort of tiredness to her walk; the kind of posture you see in people who've been on their feet too long. 

    At the edge of the parking area's gravel she put a hand forward almost hesitantly. When her hand seemed to disappear, she took a single step forward into the flitter's field and turned to look for a moment at where she'd been standing, then she stepped aboard. 

    I handed her the beer she'd left by the bed as she set her backpack down and sat down beside me. After sipping her beer, she sighed and lay back on the bed, propping herself on her elbows as she looked at the sky. 

    "You know," she said after a few moments, "When I was in high school and college I went steady a couple of times and had a few dates. Well, more than a few, actually, but nothing came of them." 

    She sipped again and said, "I hated dating. It's not real. Both people get all dressed up and pretend to be someone else for a while. When I joined the NIA I met Leonard. We worked together and went out a few times and I thought maybe I'd found somebody who'd last a while." 

    Snorting a derisive laugh, she sipped again and said, "His wife objected when she found out about me. She got my number from whoever told her and called me at home to raise hell. The next morning I saw Leonard waiting for an elevator and I kicked him right in the balls in front of God and everybody. I told him the wife he hadn't mentioned had called me and left him holding his nuts on the lobby floor." 

    Looking at me, she snickered, "I'd only been there four months and I expected to be fired when I got to the office, but six people stood up and clapped when I walked in. Leonard was fired, but not for infidelity." Shaking her head slightly, she said, "He was fired for getting caught." 

    "Hm. Yeah, spook shops take a dim view of their people getting caught. At anything." 

    She grinned. "Yeah, that they do. You're wondering why I'm telling you all this, aren't you?" 

    "Well... Sorry, but no, not really. I figure you have your reasons and I really like the sound of your voice, so I was just gonna let you rattle on. Wouldn't matter to me if you were reciting the Gettysburg Address." Reddening slightly, she asked, "Do you sit around thinking up things like that to say to women?" 

    "Nope. Never had to. You have a nice voice, Gina. It sounds good. Feels good. Not quite like Sue's but along those same warm and fuzzy lines. I like it." 

    Her redness began to fade a bit, but her grin didn't, although she nibbled her lower lip as she regarded me. 

    "I was told you might be a problem, you know." Shrugging, I replied, "Can't imagine why. What happened after... Leonard? 

Yeah. I'm pretty sure he was the last guy you mentioned." In mock outrage, she grinned and yelped, "You're making it sound like I've had dozens of men, dammit!" 

    "Nah. I figure about six, the way you've told it so far. Prob'ly not more'n ten." 

    "TEN?!" Her expression of outrage remained for some moments, then she sighed and sort of shrugged as best she could in her propped-up position. 

    "Aw, hell," she said softly, "Four. Four men since high school. Does that shock you?" 

    I snorted a laugh. 

    Her gaze narrowed. "What's so damned funny?" 

    "Four isn't too big a deal, Gina. I got fixed in '71. After a big squabble with my then-wife, the whole Womens Army Corps company at Landstuhl Army Hospital knew about it." 

    Giving me a fisheye look, she asked, "Company? In the Army, that's... what? About two hundred people?" 

    "The WAC shack held two hundred sixty, on average, with three or four women rotating back to the States every month. It wasn't too hard to find a date." 

    Gina gave me a long, silent look, then she asked, "What about VD?" Shaking my head, I said, "Landstuhl's a hospital. I met most of my dates through the base blood bank. I donated every two months religiously and got to know all the women who were regular donors." 

    Meeting my gaze for a moment, she muttered, "Oh, God! And I was worried about what you'd think of me?!" 

    "Exactly my point. Don't. Now, what were you leading up to with all that stuff about ex-boyfriends?" 

    Rolling back on her elbows, Gina said, "Oh, hell, now I'm not sure I want to say it." 

    "Go ahead. Can't hurt." 

    She looked at me rather peeringly for a time, then said, "You were part of an assignment until Myra made that job offer. You knew that, right?" Laughing, I replied, "It seemed likely." 

    Making a sour face, she said, "Oh, please don't laugh. I didn't know what the hell I was going to do, Ed. My job was on the line... hell, my whole career depended on... making some kind of connection with you or James." Her face turned solemn as she said, "All the way here, I wondered what it would take --short of sleeping with one of you --to establish that connection. I was hoping the fact that you'd given me a PFM meant... well, I didn't know what it might mean, but I thought there might be a chance, at least, for something less than having to... to..." Shaking her head, she quietly said, "I started telling myself there'd be other jobs, no matter what Larcon put in my termination report. I decided to get a lawyer if he said even one tiny thing about me that wasn't true. And I decided that if it came to... to trading... myself to do the job, the job could go to hell." 

    Gina looked up and seemed to study my face. Looking for my approval of her decisions? Or to see if I was buying her story? Didn't know her well enough to conclude anything. 

    On general principles, I gave her a grunt and a small nod, then sipped my beer. 

    She studied me a few moments longer, then sipped her own beer and said quietly, "You really don't care, do you?" 

    "Sure I do. You decided not to prostitute yourself for the job. That's great. I've known some women who've done it, and it did something to them, Gina. To their self-esteem. It made sex just another means to an end. Some tried to wrap it in the flag and call it 'line of duty', but it still boiled down to using sex to get something. I figure doing it even once will make your... intimate cooperation... something your bosses will thereafter count on by default." 

    "You sound like you know a lot about it." 

    "Yup. She was a gorgeous Russian woman. She was gracious and talented and I had a truly wonderful weekend with her. Sunday morning someone called the hotel room and told her I was a decoy. She missed me once with a Makarov pistol before I got out of the room." 

    Grinning, Gina snickered, "Really pissed her off, huh?" 

    "Oh, yeah. I ran into her at a Chinese embassy party some years later, after the Berlin Wall fell. She was running a string of women in London and they'd pulled her in for questioning about somebody's comings and goings. When I asked why she hadn't just gone to another government agency, she laughed and asked what else I thought she might have been trained to do." Sipping beer, I said, "Hell, I'd spent the weekend with her and never realized she was barely literate. The GRU had taken her out of prep school at thirteen and trained her for use in blackmail schemes. For all her manufactured Grace Kelly looks and ways, she really only knew how to con a man, steal, fuck, and kill. She didn't want to work for the Russian Mafia, so she moved to London and began using those of her occupational skills that she thought were least likely to land her in prison." 

    With a sidelong glance Gina said, "The way you said that... Was she wrong?" 

    "Very wrong. Apparently thinking the Cold War was really over, she began selling information to British Intelligence about her previous assignments. That pissed some people off. A political bigwig with a nose for coke who happened to be one of her clients was set up for a bust. She was killed during the raid, ostensibly with a pistol in her hand that ballistics linked to a couple of old murder cases. In other words, she was used one last time and disposed of." 

    After a moment, Gina gave me a sickly little grin. 

    "Wow. For a guy who wants to try to seduce me, you tell a lousy bedtime story." 

    Sipping my beer, I replied, "You don't really seem too much into the idea of being seduced, so I'll worry about seducing you some other time, ma'am." She froze and her gaze narrowed a bit as she eyed me. 

    "Does that mean you're revoking your offer to let me stay aboard the flitter tonight?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. Flitter, split the bed, please." It did so, separating the resulting two beds by two feet. I thumbed at the bed on the left. "I'll take that one." 

    Gina's expression reflected her confusion as I got up and went to my backpack, hefting it over next to my bed. 

    "Um," said Gina, "Well, then, what time are you going to get up tomorrow?" 

    "Around nine, I guess. Unless someone calls." Almost laughing, she yelped, "Nine? You guess?" I chuckled, "Yeah, lady. 'I guess.' Why? Got an early meeting or something?" Flopping flat on my bed, I said, "You can have the shower first." For several moments, Gina just stared at me, then a small, smug sort of

'two can play this game' expression flitted across her face and she said, "Uh, huh. Okay," as she stood up and opened her backpack. She'd pulled out a small bottle of shampoo and was rooting for something else when I said, "Gina." 

    When she stopped rooting and stood straight to meet my gaze, I said, 

"There's no challenge. No game. It's been a long damned day on top of a long damned bus ride and you feel it too. I saw the way you trudged back to the flitter after you packed your bag." 

    Another few moments passed as Gina narrowly studied me, then she tossed the plastic soap case she'd been holding onto the bed and reached into her backpack for a towel. 

    Snorting a chuckle, she asked, "I 'trudged', huh?" Nodding, I replied, "Yup." 

    Gina gave me a wry smirk as she toed her shoes off and headed for the bathroom with her bath stuff in one hand and her backpack in the other. A couple of minutes later I heard water running. 

    Keying up a field screen, I checked email and took care of some book orders. When Gina came out of the bathroom some twenty minutes later, she wore loose white shorts and a patterned light blue blouse. 

    Standing her backpack upright, she took a book out of it, draped her towel over the pack, and sat down on her bed. 

    Opening her book, she said, "Sorry I took so long. Hope I left you some hot water." 

    Taking my own towel, toiletries kit, and a change of clothes out of my bag, I said, "No sweat. It's continuous. If you get thirsty, help yourself to the cooler." 

    Without lifting her eyes from her book, she nodded. 

    "Okay. Thanks." 

    When I came out of the bathroom, Gina appeared to be asleep. I stretched out on my bed and said, "Flitter, put on your opaque canopy as soon as I'm asleep, please, and let me know if anyone other than the Prestons or their foreman comes inside this farm's boundaries." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I replied, "Thanks, flitter," and used theta waves to hurry myself to sleep. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Wednesday morning arrived too early, as do most all mornings in my world, but it came in the lovely form of Gina easing herself out of bed, stretching fairly gloriously, and taking the towel off her backpack. Maybe she'd made some sort of noise as she woke up. That's all it would take to wake me. She was very careful and very quiet and I watched without disturbing her efforts. 

    Looking around, I saw there were two cars other than Gina's in the courtyard; apparently the Prestons and their foreman had already arrived. Returning from the bathroom, Gina dug a small jar out of her backpack, grinned and murmured, 'All right!', then rooted some more and brought forth a white plastic cup with a red lid and a folding spoon attached to the lid. She took everything into the bathroom and I heard water running in the sink, then her soft and bitter, "Ohhh, shit!" Swinging my feet off the bed, I asked, "Why are you 'oh, shitting' so early in the morning, ma'am?" 

    She came out of the bathroom holding the little jar and turned it upside down. Nothing fell out. 

    "Sorry if I woke you. My instant coffee's turned into a rock inside this jar." 

    Reaching into my backpack, I said, "Stand by one." 

    "We could get dressed and go inside to make some." 

    "Too much trouble. Get some water in your cup and I'll fix you right up." Gina returned to the bathroom and I followed her with my mug and my instant coffee. Hm. Did I want to use a tendril to stir the coffee? No. She'd seen the light show and that was enough for now. Once both cups had been dosed with hot water and coffee, I asked the flitter to stir for us. Gina watched a grey tendril appear and stir her coffee, then disappear. With a small grunt of amazement, she said, "That is so cool." After sipping a few times, Gina added a little cold water and pretty much guzzled the rest of her first cup, then readied a fresh cup. I said, "That's why I use a bigger mug." Scanning the courtyard, I glanced at the sky. "What is it? About nine-thirty?" 

    She checked her watch and corrected me, "Nine-twenty. You're a little fast," then seemed to realize I wasn't wearing a watch and gave me an odd look. "How'd you know?" 

    "Checked the sun. Why are we up so early?" 

    "Early? I'm usually up by six-thirty." 

    I sighed, "Figures. Damn." 

    Gina chuckled, "Damn?" 

    "Yeah, damn. I thought you were perfect. Just glad I found out about this sooner rather than later." 

    Gina grinningly canted her head and studied me. 

    "You're up, aren't you?" 

    "Only because you made such a ruckus getting out of bed." Across the courtyard, James came out of the barn and headed for the house. Gina saw me look past her and turned, then screeched softly as she ducked around the bathroom. 

    "I can't let anyone see me like this!" 

    "Hey! Don't I count? I'm an 'anyone'." 

    Glaring at me, she said, "You look as bad as I do." 

    "No problem," I said, "He can't see us." Looking at me, she yelped, "What?" then looked back at James and asked, 

"You're sure?" 

    "Think about it. Could you see the flitter from out there?" She took a breath and seemed to relax a bit as she watched James step onto his front porch. 

    I chuckled, "Great moves, ma'am. From here to there in half a second without spilling a drop." 

    Turning to face me with a droll look that became a small grin, she replied, "Well, I'm so glad I impressed you," and sipped her coffee. Sitting down, James took off his rubber boots and slipped on a pair of Velcro-tabbed sneakers, then stood up and headed our way. Gina saw my focus had shifted off her and turned to look. 

    "Oh, hell! He's coming to the flitter!" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, looks that way." Grabbing her pack, Gina hurried into the bathroom. I sat down on the bed, ran my comb through my hair, and had another sip of coffee as James stopped at the gravel's edge. 

    He put a hand through the flitter's field, then stepped forward as carefully as if he'd entered someone's home through an unlocked door. As soon as he saw me, he started to say something, then he seemed to notice the fact that there were beds. His gaze narrowed as he studied the grey bathroom column. 

    "Come on aboard," I said, thumbing at the bathroom, "Gina's busy primping. She'll be ready in a minute." 

    His eyebrow lifted and he asked, "That wasn't there yesterday, either. What is it?" 

    "It's a bathroom. The flitter makes it with field energy. When she comes out, go have a look." 

    Shaking his head disbelievingly as he stepped aboard, he said, "Beds and a bathroom. And here I was worried you'd be sleeping on the deck or something. I was kind of surprised to see that red car still here this morning." 

    "She's going to turn it in while I check out the bike." 

    "You didn't seem too happy to see her last night." 

    "Last night she still worked for the NIA. She said she was fired after she accidentally stunned Larcon in his own office." 

    That made James laugh, "Accidentally stunned him?" Gina leaned out of the bathroom, took a toothbrush out of her mouth, and said, "It really was an accident," then ducked back inside. James laughed again and said, "Good for her! Breakfast in fifteen, people," as he walked to the edge of the deck, where he stage-whispered, 

"Damn, she's cute!" before stepping down and walking back to the porch. A few minutes later, Gina came out of the bathroom in a pair of mid-thigh jeans cutoffs, sneakers, and a red blouse. When I made a production of marveling at her legs, I wasn't kidding; if she'd been just a few inches taller, she could have made a career as a showgirl. 

    Gina waited as I took a turn in the bathroom, then we went into the house and found that James had set out pancakes, orange juice, eggs, and coffee. As she sat down, Gina made a show of appreciation and said, "I can't remember the last time I sat down to a breakfast like this." 

    "Same here," I said, "Thanks, James. Did the Prestons buy the 'station trip' story?" 

    "Yes and no. They know Linda works for 3rd World, but... well, Janice -Mrs. Preston --said it seemed a little abrupt. I said I couldn't really talk about it and she said they knew all they needed to know and changed the subject." 

    We finished breakfast as we discussed the day ahead and came away with the outline of a plan. Gina would take her car back to the rental place around eleven, at which time James and I would head for Arlington in the flitter, where I'd grab my backpack and duffle bag and call Carvey Parker to let him know where to pick me up. 

    "Uh, excuse me," said James, "But why not just call him and tell him you'll meet him wherever the bike is?" 

    "Because I'm expected to arrive with my bags and call for a ride. My plans to check out his motorcycle were posted on an open discussion group, so we'll assume that someone will be watching Parker. By my going through the motions, they'll know Parker's not part of the game and won't waste time on anything more than routine scrutiny." 

    "You're sure about that?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I don't have to be. If they watch Parker, they'll waste time and manpower, and sooner or later they'll realize that." Thumbing at Gina, I said, "Gina will wait at the car rental place. You'll stay aboard the flitter, which will pick her up there and bring you both back here." Keying my implant, I said, "Flitter, after I get off at the bus station, you are not to allow James to disembark until you've returned to the farm. Gina may come aboard while I'm gone, but nobody else." 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "Thank you, flitter." 

    Bridling a bit, James asked, "But what if I want to get off for some reason?" 

    "Too bad. We're not going to risk having anyone snatch you for interrogation this late in the game." 

    He looked at Gina and she raised her hands in protest. 

    "Hey, don't look at me! I'm done with the NIA." I said, "I didn't mean the NIA. Figure that if they know where you are, so do the Arabs, the same way they knew which bus to shoot at." 

    "You think there's a leak in the NIA?" 

    "I have no damned doubt at all, ma'am. Every intel outfit has mole problems, and the NIA is still putting itself together with people willing to leave other agencies for various reasons and new hires. There will be leaks. Count on it." 

    James excused himself to do some more around the farm as Gina and I cleared the table, loaded the dishwasher, and turned it on. When we walked outside, something set off my internal alarm bells in a faint fashion as soon as we'd left the house. I looked to see if there was a car in the woods again, but couldn't tell. 

    Once we were aboard the flitter I told Gina I was going to do a quick recon and called up my board. She stood staring after me as I slid off the flitter's rear deck. 

    Truth: I really did want a look around and a look at the woods in particular, but I also wanted to stretch a bit and give matters some thought. Sure, Gina may really have been fired. Or not. I'd worked as a double on a few occasions. If I could, so could she. 

    James had until four-thirty to dote on his farm, then he'd be on his way to Carrington. Unless something happened before then, he'd be strictly a passenger. 

    On general principles, I checked out the woods first. No car there today. I looped around to study the farm. The only cars in sight belonged to Jack and the Prestons, and something told me I was wasting my time in that direction. Yet I still had the feeling I was being watched, if only in a vague, general fashion. How could that be; that is, how could surveillance be considered vague? 

    Likely because I wasn't the primary target, but I was a factor to be considered, so my presence and activities had been noticed, and I'd noticed someone's attentions. 

    Moving up to a thousand feet, I circled the Baines farm again, looking for any signs that anyone might be under cover in the area. Nothing. 

    "Flitter," I said, "I have the feeling we're being watched, but I can't find anyone in the area. Please take a good look around and tell me if you find anyone other than Gina within approximately one half-mile of James Baines." 

    Half a second or so passed before the flitter said, "There is a man in an earthen depression three hundred and six yards east of Mr. Baines." 

    "Thanks, flitter. Guide my board to him, please." The board changed direction and stopped about six seconds later above a patch of tall grass. The guy was good; he'd been unnoticeable until the board was almost directly above him. 

    Looking straight down, I saw a man in green camo togs studying the farm through binoculars. Beside him was another of those cameras with a huge telescopic lens. 

    I whispered, "Three suit off," and guided the board to a height of about six feet above him. 

    From his radio came, "Beckman," and the guy keyed it to say, "She got off the flitter and now she's on the porch. Baines is in the barn. The other guy's still on the flitter." 

    Using a field tendril to lift his camera --his surprisingly heavy camera

--up to me, I studied it for a moment, then aimed it at him as I held the button down. It whiningly cycled shot after shot like a machine gun. The guy on the ground spasmed hard and let out a small shriek as he rolled over and tried to get to his gun at the same time. I stunned his hand and he shrieked again and pummeled his gun with useless fingers as he tried to get a grip on it, then switched hands. I stunned his left hand, too. Opening the camera and removing the film, I said, "You gotta learn to relax, dude. You look like a candidate for a heart attack. Here's your camera." 

    Dropping the camera beside him, I pulled the tab on the roll of film and unreeled it to hang in the sunlight for a moment before I dropped it on the camera. 

    He simply stared up at me as I said, "Later," and aimed my board back into the sky to head to the farm. 

    Gina still stood on the porch as I approached. She shaded her eyes with her hand and watched me land, then asked, "Was there someone out there?" 

    "Yup. A guy with a big camera and a gun like yours." She looked startled and glanced toward the flitter. 

    "Yeah," I said, "I know you weren't really fired. Not completely, anyway." Gina bit her lip and replied, "I really am going to quit, but I think they'd hold me for questioning if I quit here." 

    I chuckled, "Oh, hell, you know they would." Checking the sky, I said, "You have about half an hour to get to the car rental place." 

    Gina grinned at me and replied, "On my way," grabbed her backpack and towel, and headed for her car. 
Chapter Twenty-five

    James was talking on his cell phone as he left the barn and approached his front door. He continued talking as he swapped his boots for sneakers and went into the house. 

    I left the flitter to join him inside and found him heading for the front door with luggage. 

    "Might as well load this stuff now," he said. I gave him a hand with his bags. 

    He looked around as we boarded and asked, "Why didn't she leave her stuff on the flitter?" 

    "For appearances. The NIA doesn't need to know she's about to quit, if that's true. Also, she doesn't know the flitter will be above her car all the way to the rental place. I've told it to record her activities between now and the time she boards." 

    Casting a sidelong glance at me, James replied, "You're a real trusting soul, aren't you?" 

    Laughing, I called up my board, tossed my two bags on it and mounted it, and said, "I learned caution by working for your darling little sister, dude. See you later. Maybe I'll have a bike when I get back." Pointing at the board, James almost whispered, "What... What the hell is that thing?" 

    "My other ride. Flitter, remove the beds, please, but leave the bathroom kiosk up. Later, James." 

    With that, I slid off the deck. Arcing toward Grand Prairie, I turned on my three suit and had a look at the town I'd left at age seventeen. Except for being a bit more crowded and having expanded outward along the main roads, it didn't seem to have changed much. I ranged out toward Mountain Creek lake. 

    The places I'd spent entire days fishing as a kid hadn't changed much either, since most of them were still on US Navy property adjacent to runways. Interesting. They'd closed the naval base, but hadn't released the land or the runways to civilian use. I noted that people apparently still squeezed through holes in the fence to get to the other --perceived as better for fishing --parts of the lake, even in these times of heightened security. The old sandstone house in which I'd spent my early teens was gone and so were the dozen or so pecan trees that had populated the huge front yard. A vacant lot with a 'for lease' sign had replaced them. 

    Swinging west, I saw that Mexicans had moved into that area in fairly vast numbers, generally taking over the eastern side of town. Most of the business signs were in Spanish with English subtitling on some of them. As I entered the central area of town, the Spanish signs seemed to stop around Eighth Street and the downtown region looked more or less as I remembered it, although many of the older storefronts had been changed. Postscript Hardware, a store that had supplied several generations in Grand Prairie, was gone. It looked as if they'd subdivided the building into a number of smaller shops. 

    Further to the west along US-80, damned little had changed except the names on business signs. At state road 360 I gave up trying to spot changes as a meaningless effort and simply flew on toward the bus station. A bus rather conveniently pulled out of a lot ahead and saved me from having to search for the bus terminal. I almost set down beside the building when I realized there was no particular need to do so. 

    Flying a block or so farther, I stopped at a fast food restaurant, bought a coffee refill, and called Parker. He didn't answer, so I left a message on his machine. 

    About half an hour later, a pickup truck pulled into the lot and parked by the doors and I recognized Carvey Parker from pictures on the Internet. After greetings, we went to the Irving branch of my bank and I pulled the price of his bike out of my debit account, then we headed for his house. On the way, Carvey said, "It kind of surprised me that you wanted to get the money before you saw the bike." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "It's after noon. This way we can take all the time we want with the bike and not have to try to get to a bank before three. If the deal doesn't go through for some reason, I can put the money back later." When his garage door rolled up, there sat the maroon Vulcan 750, facing into the garage. Carvey said he'd changed the oil, lubed the splines, filled the tank, and put another rear tire on it. I checked both tires and saw plenty of tread. 

    We discussed the small multitude of accessories he'd added for an hour or so and I met his friendly, attention-absorbing cat when we went into the house to make a receipt on the computer's printer. 

    The big ammo can saddlebags were able to hold everything from my duffle bag, so I wadded up the duffle bag and stuffed it into my carry bag, which I strapped onto the sissy bar. 

    We decided not to go through the extra steps of getting a Texas temporary tag in my name; instead, he gave me the title and a signed printout of his permission to use the bike and I promised to send his Texas plate back once I had a Florida tag on the bike. 

    The bike came with a four-foot-long 'Firestik' CB antenna that was mounted low on the inside of the right ammo can. I'd brought my GE 40-channel emergency CB with me, but it had a pissy little magnetic antenna, and I hadn't really expected to be able to use it as more than a short-range traffic monitor. 

    Having the four-foot 'Firestik' antenna on the bike meant the little 4-watt CB might actually have some real call power and range on the road. Heaving my backpack into place and cinching it so most of its weight would rest on the rear of the seat, I put on my helmet, shook Carvey's hand again, and rolled out of his driveway to find the street that would get me to I-20. The Vulcan purred along through all five gears and seemed to happily scamper ahead of other traffic when lights turned green. On the Interstate, it quickly reached seventy-five and held that speed effortlessly. The rear end seemed a little stiff, so I stopped and set the adjustable rear shocks from '4' to '3'. That did the trick; the ride was firm yet comfortable. 

    When I arrived at the farm's courtyard, I could feel the flitter in the vicinity. I parked the bike at the edge of the porch's concrete walkway and took off my helmet as Gina and James walked out of the flitter's field. As had others who knew about both my other bike and my board, Gina eyed the machine and asked, "Why do you want one of those when you have your flying board?" 

    "Just do. How'd things go at the car rental place?" 

    "They were there," she said, "Watching from the parking lot. I was in and out before they realized I wasn't trading it for another model." James asked, "Ed, how're you going to get that bike aboard the flitter?" 

    "Won't have to. I'll be loading it into a U-Haul truck in north Dallas that I'll be driving to a town near Mobile. I'll ride it from there to Spring Hill." 

    Gina raised a hand like a schoolgirl and asked, "Excuse me, but why? The NIA knows you have a flitter. If they know, so would the Arabs, right? Why not just put it on the flitter?" 

    "Maybe the Arabs know about the flitter. Probably, even. But maybe not. Doesn't matter. People are expecting me to be on a bike. My cousin doesn't know about the flitter and neither do his folks, and I don't want the visit to turn into a flitter show 'n tell. Last and definitely not least, I was kind of looking forward to riding my new toy." 

    She squinted at me and asked, "You're looking forward to sitting on that thing for how long..? Eight hours?" 

    "More like seven." 

    In a flat tone, she said, "You're nuts." 

    "And you're not the first to think so, ma'am. Think I'll have any company on the road?" 

    She grinned and snickered, "As long as it isn't me!" 

    "As much as I'd enjoy having you plastered to me for hours, I wasn't expecting you to jump at the chance." 

    "The NIA, then? Why would they follow you?" Shaking my head, I said, "The Arabs. Put yourself in their place. A guy who may have what Denise supposedly stole from them will be on a motorcycle between the Mobile area and Spring Hill. Even if they think my return trip could be a trap, they'll just about have to give it a shot." James shook his head and said, "No. It's too damned dangerous, Ed. Bad enough that Denise was used for bait on something the size of a bus." --he pointed at the bike --"That thing may weigh all of five hundred pounds. It wouldn't stand a chance against a car. It's too damned dangerous." 

    "The flitter will be smack overhead all the way, James." 

    "What the hell can a flitter do if they decide to try to run you off the road?!" 

    "It can drop a field around me to fend off other vehicles. It can use a field to haul the bike and me out of the way. It can save my ass a dozen different ways and I've already made my travel plans, so let's talk about something else." 

    Gina snickered and asked, "A dozen different ways, huh? Talk about what else? Unless I've missed something, there's nothing else to do but take James to Carrington and me to Tampa, then you'll be ready to go drive a truck." Nodding, I said, "That's about how I figured it, too." Looking around the farm, James sighed, "Then let's take what we need for a quick lunch and go. I've done all I can to make things go as smoothly as possible here." 

    Raising an eyebrow at him, Gina asked, "Are you sure?" Nodding, James said, "Yeah," and headed for the house. Once he was inside, Gina betrayed her lack of field experience by saying, 

"I've been wondering why the Arabs haven't tried for us out here. God knows we'd have to be a pretty tempting target." 

    "Only one rough old road comes out here and it's almost two miles long. It also wouldn't surprise me if the NIA had a chopper or two waiting to pounce." 

    "I think they do. I heard one running in the background when I checked in on the way here yesterday. But haven't you been hassling the surveillance guys?" 

    Grinning, I said, "It keeps 'em alert, ma'am." During our picnic aboard the flitter I called Linda to let her know we were coming a little early and she said she'd arrange a tour of the transport ship to keep us occupied until she could get free. 

    Because Gina was aboard and I was still uncertain of her affiliations, I had the flitter fly at 1200 miles per hour instead of its 3840 maximum. Less than an hour later we debarked at Carrington as one of the transport ships landed. 

    James and Gina watched with rapt fascination as the huge silver ball carefully mated with a concave depression that was a multilevel cargo and passenger dock. 

    "Oh, God," muttered Gina, "Am I dressed for this place?! Should I change?" 

    "Don't sweat it," I said, "All my women show up here half-naked. They're probably used to it by now." 

    That got a chuckle out of James and got me a narrow glare from Gina. I told her I was just kidding, but she ducked into the bathroom and changed into jeans. Damn. Shoulda kept my mouth shut for once. 

    When we reached Linda's office, her secretary Anne said she was in an impromptu conference with two middle-weight bureaucrats from the NIA. She added, "Neither of whom I'd consider for a date. Two stiffer suits I've never seen. It's as if America has installed some kind of a Stalinist Politburo, Ed." 

    "Can't be that bad yet, Anne. They aren't shooting dissidents, are they?" 

    "Maybe not, but it's probably just around the corner." 

    "Careful what you say, ma'am, or they might slap a 'dissident' sticker on your dossier." 

    Grinning, she replied, "Let 'em. I'll move to the station or join the underground. There's always an underground." 

    "That's the spirit. Who's going to be our guide?" 

    "Andy. He's down for some ground time..." she checked her watch "...and he should have been here by now." 

    From the doorway behind us a man's voice said, "He is here now. Sorry for the delay." 

    I said, "Hi, Andy. I brought you some tourists. The lady is Gina Torres. She's here to tour the transport ship while I visit with Linda. This guy is James Baines, my Fearless Leader's brother. He'll be going upstairs this evening." 

    Andy exchanged greetings, then led them to the hallway, where one of the base's four-seat passenger ferries waited, hovering a few inches from the floor. 

    As Gina got aboard and sat down, James ran the toe of a shoe under the vehicle to point out its lack of wheels and said, "This would make a great golf cart. No tracks on the greens." 

    When I made no move to board, Gina asked, "Ed, aren't you coming, too?" 

    "Nope. Gotta meet with my own personal brass hat." Looking a bit alarmed, she began to say, "But..." 

    "Don't worry. You aren't being hijacked, ma'am. Andy'll have you back here in..." I looked at Andy and he supplied, "About an hour. Maybe less." 

    "Less would be better, really. After Linda's through with me, I have to run Gina to Florida and zip back to Texas." 

    He nodded. "Okay, only the highlights. Call it half an hour or so to get her back here. Say around two-thirty." 

    With a two-fingered salute, I replied, "Good 'nuff." The sub-mini flitter scooted away down the hall as Anne softly called me. I turned to see Linda's door open. Two men entered the anteoffice, saw me, and stopped. One man's hand briefly moved toward his gun, then stopped and fell to his side. 

    The other man seemed initially mystified by his companion's reaction, then he took another look at me and muttered, "Oh, shit. It's him, isn't it?" He was the NIA guy who'd been in the car. I didn't recognize the other man, but he apparently knew me on sight. 

    "Hi, guys," I ventured, stepping to one side of the doorway and gesturing them past. "Bye, guys." 

    I wasn't surprised to see a security guard named Chuck meet them near the dining hall entrance and walk with them to the building's front doors. 

    "You know," said Linda, "Most of the people the CIA and FBI send here are generally likable. Those two weren't." 

    With that, she gave me a 'come along' gesture and led the way into her office. I topped up my coffee mug from her pot before I took a seat by her desk. 

    "Ed," she said, "When the NIA boys saw you, one of them reached for his gun in my office. I've suddenly come to believe that only our people should be armed while on this base." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Sounds fine to me." 

    "It won't sound fine to the feds." 

    "Tough. Make 'em check their guns at the door, Miss Kitty. It's your saloon." 

    "They will from this day forward. Anything to report?" 

    "Just my travel agenda. Gina to Florida, me back to Texas. Bike to my cousin's place in north Dallas, truck to Daphne, Alabama, and then bike to Spring Hill. I was hoping you could make sure the info about the last leg of the trip gets to all the right people." 

    Linda chuckled, "Oh, I think I can do that. When should they expect to see you on the road?" 

    "Guess I'd better let you know when I know. I'm leaving room for truck troubles and other delays and my aunt may want to visit a bit." Nodding, Linda said, "Okay. Give me all the advance notice you can, though. We don't know how long it will take everyone to get into position." Calling up a map and zooming onto Mobile Bay, she tapped a spot along I-10

and said, "For a number of tactical and topological reasons, I suggested to my visitors that posting teams just east of the Loxley exits might be an excellent idea, but you could still have shadows in Daphne if they've done their homework." 

    "I'll assume they have. I'll also assume the NIA likely won't be much help if the Arabs decide to try for me." 

    Linda snickered, then laughed. "No, after the way you treated Larcon and his people, you definitely shouldn't count on them for assistance unless it includes nabbing terrorists." Laughing again, she added, "And even then, they'd probably make an effort to arrive just a bit too late to save you." Manufacturing a sigh of pretend-disappointment, I replied, "Oh, well. Can't have everything. Got any interest in Torres?" Shaking her head, Linda answered, "No. She's been with the NIA for less than two years. She's had incomplete training and brings nothing else to the table. When Myra leaves the NSA to work for Stephanie, Torres might be able to take her place as our liaison, but we won't know until it happens." 
Chapter Twenty-six

    When Andy brought James and Gina back to Linda's office, we all visited for perhaps another ten minutes, then Gina and I got underway toward Florida. As I sipped coffee, I keyed up a three-foot field screen similar to the one Linda had used and tapped the Mobile area for magnification as Gina tried to touch the screen. Her hand slid through the display without meeting resistance. 

    Pretending to muse aloud, I asked, "Wonder why anyone would want to retire in Loxley, Alabama... Cheap land?" 

    "Maybe it's just a nice place," said Gina, "Haven't you ever visited your aunt and uncle before?" 

    Quite truthfully, I answered, "Yup. They used to live in Pennsylvania." And they had, ages ago. I'd been about seven, I think. I'd seen them since then, as well, but that info had no place in my purpose for having mentioned Loxley. I was simply reinforcing Linda's suggestion through Gina --who'd likely check in with her control as soon as I dropped her off --and having another look at the area, switching from a road map to a topographical display, then a satellite view. 

    Gina shrugged. "Well, I'm sure they had their reasons." 

    "No doubt. I was just wondering what those reasons might be. Oh, well. If I get an early start, maybe I can get to Spring Hill by early evening." Eyeing me, Gina said, "I still don't understand why you bought that bike." Grinning at her, I replied, "It's enough that I do, milady." I switched to the Internet and tapped a six-digit code that caused the screen to log me into my Fictionwise.com account. A tabled list of Abintra Press titles and their earnings appeared and I scrolled down to see which titles were selling best. No surprise. Science fiction, as usual. Peering at the number in the bottom-right box, Gina muttered, "Damn! All that in one month?!" 

    "One quarter, ma'am. Three months." 

    She seemed to do the math in her head. "Still... Didn't you say none of your books are printed?" 

    "Yup. No paper. No ink. People read 'em on their handheld gadgets and laptops and whatever else." 

    Eyeing me, she asked, "Why are you showing me this?" 

    "I'm not showing you this. I'm showing me this. You just happen to be here." 

    "Same thing." 

    "Hardly. I wanted to know how things were going, so I looked." Changing the screen to music listings, I said, "Talk to Myra before going to your office to quit or you could wind up being 'debriefed' in a manner that could border on outright interrogation. Myra might go with you and lean on them to play nice." 

    Nibbling her lower lip, Gina asked, "You really think she'd go with me?" 

    "Wouldn't hurt to find out, would it? Pick some music." She studied the lists and asked, "What do you like?" 

    "What I like is there all the time. Pick what you like." After some dithering, she chose four songs, all of which were country. Sigh. Rats. And she was an early riser, too. Double damn. Still... nice legs, nice personality... 

    Gina said, "I see I failed the test." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "If they aren't depressing or whiny, I'll probably survive." I grinned. "Your legs and looks kind of make up for your taste in music, y'know." 

    Giving me an 'up yours' look, Gina quickly tapped off the songs she'd chosen and scanned the headers. Scrolling down to Kelly Clarkson's 'Since You've Been Gone,' she poked the line, then pressed the 'play' icon. She seemed vastly surprised when nothing happened. 

    Tapping line two under the title, I said, "Gotta tell it which one you want to hear. I like the dance version best." 

    "The what version?" 

    "Dance. It's a remix by some club DJ." 

    She blinked at me and said, "I didn't really expect you to even know who she was." 

    Touching the 'play' icon, I chuckled, "Yes'm, I know that and I find it very entertaining." 

    As Kelly cranked up her song, Gina smacked my arm --something a helluva lot of women seem to do when you tease them --and said, "So pick some more." 

    "Nah. You pick. Something you really like this time." Gina chose a few, then I chose some German technopop and a couple of Sarah Brightman songs to cap the trip. We were nearing Tampa when Gina rather wistfully wished aloud for a playlist. I told her she could come to the house sometime for a list of titles on a CD sometime after the current situation had been resolved. 

    "But don't just drop by," I added, "Always call ahead." She snickered, "That almost sounded like a warning." 

    "Ask Myra. She didn't call ahead. Once. Heh." 

    "Well? What happened?" 

    "If she wants you to know, she'll tell you." 

    "Oh, come on, Ed! You can't leave me hanging!" I grinned in silence to let her know that I could, indeed, leave her hanging and pointed ahead. Gina looked over the nose of the flitter and saw the curve of Florida far below us. She looked in surprise at her watch and then at me. 

    "How'd we get here so fast?" 

    "Do the math. Twelve hundred miles per hour. You just weren't paying attention, ma'am." 

    Gina eyed her watch again skeptically, then turned to watch our descent, her hands gripping her seat. When my passengers do that, I just about have to lean my own seat back and put my feet up. Gina gave me a fisheye glance and returned her stark, tense gaze to the uprushing world below us. She hissed, "It's not funny, dammit!" 

    I chuckled, "No, of course not, milady. Not funny." Without taking her eyes away from the scene below, she muttered, "Oh, fuck you." 

    Laughing, I replied, "Yes, ma'am. Any time, ma'am." The closer we got, the faster the ground seemed to rush up at us, and the closer Gina got to letting out a scream. I think only her two glances at me enabled her to contain it. 

    "Flitter," I said, "Stop us a hundred feet above the Gandy Bridge, please. Gina, where do you want to be dropped off?" 

    For a moment she said nothing, still staring at the city below as she unclenched and took a few deep breaths. 

    "Uh... My apartment, I think. Yes. My apartment." 

    "By your command, ma'am. Flitter, let's head for Gina's apartment at grandmother speed, please." 

    Bearing slightly northeast, the flitter had us there in ten seconds or so, settling gently to hover above the parking lot. 

    Gina sat very still for a time after we stopped, then turned to look at me. "What's 'grandmother' speed?" 

    "Sixty miles per hour. How would you have handled six hundred at this altitude?" 

    "Why the hell would you want to go six hundred?" Shrugging, I replied, "It's below the speed of sound. People get pissy about broken windows." 

    Letting her irritation show, Gina said through clenched teeth, "I mean... why not a more reasonable speed? Why so damned fast?" Standing up and gathering her bags, I said, "Because we can, ma'am. Because it's how we fly when we don't have nervous newbies aboard. Want me to give you a call when I get back to town, or will you toss me aside like all those other guys?" 

    Also standing, Gina stopped cold and gave me one of those 'can't believe you said that' looks, then bit her lower lip as she tried to stifle a smile. 

    "All four of them, you mean?" 

    Looking thoughtful, I replied, "Yes, I believe that was the huge, shockingly horrendous number you mentioned." 

    Gina snorted a laugh and grabbed her backpack as she said, "Sure, call me. I'll try to fit you in somehow." 

    Stepping off the flitter with her, I said, "Oh, thank you, milady," and carried her other bag to the building's front door. Gina let us into the block's foyer and pulled me into a kiss when the door shut. When she let me go, she asked, "Are you really going to call, or was that just bullshit?" 

    Looking her up and down, I replied, "You have to know how good you look. Are you really worried that I won't call?" 

    Her gaze was unflinching. 

    "That wasn't a yes or a no." 

    "Yes, ma'am. Yes, I'll call. I promise." 

    Glancing at her watch, she said, "Okay, then. You'd better get going. And God help you if you don't call. I'm not through with you yet." 

    "Yes, ma'am. As you say, milady. Geez. Pushy women." She snickered and kissed me again, then picked up her bags and went up the stairs. I watched Gina's gorgeous legs all the way up to the second floor landing, where she grinningly looked back at me, then let herself into her apartment. 

    As I told the flitter to return us to Texas, I sent a ping to Linda. She answered immediately with a field screen. 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "Gina's off the deck. Denise and James are safe. That leaves rounding up some Arabs. I'd like to set something up that'll get to all the right people and set up a meet. If Larcon won't cooperate when I call, maybe a conference call with you will help him see the light." 

    "A meet?" 

    "Yeah. Someplace near the Interstate in Loxley. We'll make it look like a clandestine handoff, but I'll hit the road as if they've pissed me off. Then I'll have both groups after me." 

    "Like the Harris run in Belgium?" 

    "Similar, yeah. The same scripted chase to bring all the baddies out of the woods, but instead of three on three from opposing teams at the meet, it'll just be Larcon or one of his people and me. No backup 'cuz he'd supposedly be afraid I'd spot the players and call it off. We'll go through the motions and I'll haul ass. Think you can get me something that looks like whatever the mole stole from the Arabs?" 

    "No problem. It was a brown notebook. They sell them at any office supply. I'll have one that'll match the evidence picture delivered to you when you stop for lunch. Just a minute while I find out where that'll be." Linda spoke to someone on a split-screen for a moment, then said, "Jack Miller will be waiting for you at the 'Yellow Rose' cafe on Live Oak. You remember what he looks like?" 

    No, but not a problem. The flitter could pull up a picture. 

    "No problem, Fearless Leader." 

    Pursing her lips thoughtfully, Linda asked, "Ed, what's our rationale for all this? Why couldn't it happen another time and place? Why on a motorcycle in the middle of nowhere?" 

    She was actually asking why I thought the Arabs would buy the scenario and why Larcon would go along with it. 

    "I'll tell Larcon I'm waiting to hear from Denise and James. When he calls you to bitch about me, tell him I'm one of those old-guard Cold War hardliners who doesn't trust anyone else's ops, promises, or motives. He'll probably even believe it. Maybe the Arabs will, too." 

    Laughing, Linda said, "I'm sure he would at this point. Okay, we'll set things up for a pressure call this evening if he doesn't go for it when you call. Good?" 

    "Good." 

    "Anything else?" 

    "Well... Are you ready to dump that landlocked sailor yet?" Sighing, Linda chuckled, "Dump him for a re-cycled biker? Ha. Not likely. Later, Ed." 

    "A 're-cycled biker?' Oh, that hurt, ma'am. Bye." Linda was shaking her head with a small grin as she tapped her 'off' icon. I asked the flitter to locate Larcon's cell number and call it. When he answered, I said, "Hello, Larcon. We met at a parking garage and a farm." 

    In a tight, angry tone, he asked, "What the hell do you want?! How did you get this number?!" 

    "Just hang on one. I want to set something up that'll draw the Arabs out. I'll have a brown notebook when I get to Loxley, Alabama. You'd meet me there, the deal would appear to go bad, and I'd end up leading a pack of Arabs down the highway. Maybe the one you're looking for will be in the herd. Are you interested?" 

    After a brief pause, he replied, "Go ahead." I laughed, "Well, that's basically all of it from my end. It'll be up to you to bag them. I'll call your office later from a traceable pay phone. Put it on speaker and tape it. That'll give your people a chance to hear it. One of them in particular will get the info to the Arabs. We'll go through the motions at the drop site and I'll haul ass with the book. Now go ahead and tell me none of your stalwart people can possibly be rats." There was another rather long pause, then he said tightly, "I wish I could, but I've come to the same conclusion." 

    Huh. It was my turn to pause. I hadn't expected him to turn reasonable on me. Oh, well. 

    Keying up a field screen and a satellite image of the Interstate exit at Loxley, I zoomed the screen in until signs at a gas station were legible and read the name to Larcon. 

    "Just you and me there," I said, "I'll start to hand you the book, then get pissed and take off with it." 

    He sounded skeptical as hell as he said, "They're gonna wonder why you didn't turn it over before." 

    "Simple; I didn't trust you to keep a bargain about Denise and James. I'll mention that when I call later." 

    We discussed the matter a bit more before James's farm appeared below me. I told Larcon I had to go and that I'd call his office in an hour or so. He said he'd be there. 

    It was a bit more than an hour later when I used one of the 'Yellow Rose' 

cafe's pay phones to call Larcon. He was his usual blustery self during the call and pretended to rather reluctantly agree to meet me at the Loxley gas station to receive the notebook. 

    "Remember, Larcon," I snapped, "If I even think you might try something hinky..." 

    "Just be there, goddammit!" he almost yelled, "Just have your ass at that damned gas station and let's get these stupid goddamned games over with! You got what you wanted, so just-fucking-be-there!" 

    Deliberately calmly, I replied, "See you later, Larcon," and took a look at the notebook Miller had brought me in one of the cafe's doggy bags. It was medium brown, had a strap-and-buckle closure, and may have cost all of five bucks. 

    Leaving the 'Yellow Rose' with the notebook in the bag, I stashed it in one of the ammo cans, then headed for my cousin's apartment by a very circuitous route that eventually took me through a gated apartment complex. I was cruising down a street that seemed to have one gated complex after another. A car ahead put on a right-turn signal and slowed and I matched its movements at a safe distance. 

    As a gate opened for the car, I took that opportunity to scoot past the car through the gate before it was fully open, then I hurried through the lot to the gate on the other side of the complex. 

    My front wheel tripped the gate's electric eye and I buzzed out of the warren of apartments on the far side of the block from anyone who might have been tailing me. 

    After I'd performed that trick at two more complexes, I headed due north in heavy traffic and used low-framed panel trucks for cover as I changed direction twice more. 

    Fifteen minutes later I entered another gated community and let the flitter guide me quickly to the right block within the squirrel's nest of blocky little buildings and twisting lanes. 

    Cousin Carl lived on a second floor, of course. I say 'of course' because having only to move everything outside from a ground floor apartment would have been just too damned easy. Instead, we'd be hauling the stuff down a flight of stairs. 

    There was no rental truck in the lot. Damn. That meant he expected us to load all his shit in the morning and drive all the way to Daphne, which I knew to be about a twelve-hour drive with reasonable breaks for food and gas. The skinny, thirty-something guy at the door only barely resembled the chess-playing teen who'd had a pet turtle twenty years ago. I greeted him with, "Hi, Carl, how's progress?" As we shook hands, he gestured around the cluttered room behind him and said wryly, "Miles to go." 

    We managed to fit the motorcycle into his tiny garage space behind his car and spent the evening making stuff fit in boxes without rattling too much. He told me he'd arranged for a truck and we'd pick it up early in the morning, then he told me he'd also hired a couple of movers to load the truck. 

    "We have to pack the boxes," he said, "But they'll carry everything down and stack it in the truck. I just couldn't see us doing all that and then driving all the way to Daphne." 

    "Good thinking," I said. 

Chapter Twenty-seven

    By sometime near two in the morning the packing was finally finished. Carl sat back on the couch, sipped a soft drink, and commented, "Ed, you haven't asked how anyone's doing or... well, you haven't asked anything about anyone. You aren't really into the whole family thing, are you?" Hm. Did I want to discuss the matter? Not really, but it was the kind of talk that was likely to recur if I didn't. 

    I sighed, "Well, no, not really. But if your mom or dad weren't doing well, I'd expect you'd have said something without being asked." Carl's expression didn't change as he replied, "They're fine, as far as I know. You haven't seemed too curious about me or my brother, either." 

    "I don't really want to chat about family, Carl. Things came together so that I could be here to drive the truck while you drive your car and avoid a flight back to Dallas to get it. That's enough for this trip." After a few moments of silence, he said, "Well, I was just curious. You're a relative, but I didn't really know anything about you, so I called my mom and your sisters to see if this trip was a good idea. Nobody could tell me anything much." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Prob'ly a good thing. I went places and did stuff, mostly in Europe and Africa. If it makes you feel any better, I'm not on any wanted posters in the western world and I have some experience with large vehicles." 

    Carl snorted a wry chuckle and said, "That's comforting. Why did you volunteer to help me?" 

    "Convenience. Half my trip back to Florida won't happen on a bike. Ever been eleven hundred miles on a bike?" 

    Shaking his head, he replied, "Uh, no. I've never ridden a motorcycle." 

    "Well, if you ever do, you'll know what I mean. A thousand miles or more is called an 'Iron Butt run' because that's what it takes to make it. At the other end you have to sort of pry yourself off the bike." 

    "That doesn't sound like much fun." 

    "That's why I volunteered to drive the truck." He didn't ask any more questions; he just said I could have the shower first, got up, and took his drink into the bedroom. 

    After I cleaned up I got flat on the couch and read myself to sleep. I must have been pretty tired, because the book was still on my chest with my thumb marking the last page I'd read when I was wakened by the soft creaking of a door opening. 

    Carl was padding softly toward the kitchenette when I said, "Morning." He froze and looked at me. 

    "I thought you were asleep." 

    Grabbing my coffee mug, I said, "Apparently not." I had a coffee and a can of soup from my backpack, then went with Carl to get the truck and drove it back by way of a gas station, where Carl filled the tank while I checked under the hood and thumped the tires with a bit of broomstick. 

    Carl watched me as he said, "They checked everything at the rental office, you know." 

    Slamming the stick against a front tire and listening to the tire ring, I replied, "Trust, but verify." 

    The movers showed up almost on time and got the job done in less time than they'd estimated. They and Carl helped me push the bike up the truck's ramp and as soon as the bike was secured end-to-end against the walls, we hit the road. 

    I kept an eye out for possible surveillance or interference, but it wasn't really a concern. The flitter was smack overhead all the way to Daphne. We arrived around two in the morning. To avoid waking anyone, Carl quietly pointed out the downstairs bathroom and his brother's old room, then he went to his room. 

    Noises in other rooms woke me around eight. My aunt and uncle had a place to go and a thing to do and left after quick greetings. I made a coffee and played with the cat while Carl called some of his old neighborhood buddies and organized a work crew. 

    When he told me he had seven volunteers, I decided to let them handle the unloading and storage job and get on the road rather than spend another night in Daphne. 

    After untying the bike and horsing it around so it faced the truck's ramp, I rolled it down to the pavement and started it on general principles. No problems. Fifteen minutes later I had a fresh coffee and I was on my way. At a fast food restaurant I had a fried egg sandwich, hooked up the little GE CB radio to the 'Firestik' antenna, called Larcon to tell him to meet me, and headed for the town of Loxley on local route 64 rather than using the Interstate. 

    Not long after I reached Loxley, I picked up my first tag of the day. It was a white Cadillac, but unlike the one that had attacked the bus, it had no gold trim. 

    I keyed my implant to ping Sue. 

    She answered, "Yes, Ed?" without appearing. 

    "Hi, Miz Computer Goddess. I was hoping you could spare me some of your morning." 

    "Oh, I suppose so. What did you have in mind and why haven't we discussed it already?" 

    "Well, I'm sorry, but it's still taking shape, ma'am. I'd like you to kind of keep an eye on the traffic for me. In a little while I'm supposed to pretend to have a very important little brown book and run like hell on my motorcycle to see if we can flush some bad guys." 

    "That sounds reasonably interesting. Would four of the bad guys happen to be in that white Cadillac behind you?" 

    "Yeah, probably so, and I figure that Caddy is one of at least six of their cars in the area, because they'd need that many to cover all the main roads around here that in one way or another lead to the Interstate." With humor in her voice, Sue replied, "I see. Do you think all of their cars will be Cadillacs?" 

    "Well, that's kinda hard to say, ma'am. Might be they rented some lesser vehicles to save a few bucks and avoid looking like a funeral procession." Sue chuckled and said, "I'll have a look around," then her presence through my implant winked out. 

    When I stopped for a red light within sight of I-10, I used my left hand to take the little CB out of my upper jacket pocket, turned it on, set the squelch low, and keyed it. 

    "Break one-nine for a radio check." 

    I had to repeat my request twice before someone replied, "Yeah, you def'nitly got yo'self a radio there, breaker! Where you at?" 

    "Route 64 and I-10 in Loxley. How about you?" 

    "I'm 'bout four miles from there. Yer soundin' good here." 

    "Roger that. Thanks." 

    "Hey, no extra charge there, breaker! This here's tha one ol' Carolina Chigger goin' back onna side." 

    Huh? Oh. Right. 'On the side' meant listening, not parked somewhere along the road. I turned the radio off and dropped it in my pocket, thinking 'It's showtime.' 

    As planned, I rolled up to the gas pumps and filled the bike's tank, then parked near the air-water-vacuum kiosk with the engine running. Also as planned, Larcon parked behind my bike and got out of his car. I left the engine running and got off the bike, then we went through the quick script. 

    "Well?" asked Larcon, "Where is it?" Standing by my bike, I opened my jacket and showed him the top half of the notebook, then shoved it back inside my jacket as I said, "Give me your phone." 

    "What?" 

    "Your phone. I want to make sure she's all set up and I'm going to use your minutes to do it." 

    "Use your own damned phone." 

    "Don't have one. Besides, Larcon, if I'm on your phone, you won't be." Glaring at me, he handed me his cell phone. I called Linda and asked if everything had been taken care of. 

    "Oh, yes, indeed," she replied cheerily, "No problems. Two cheeseburgers with everything, coming right up." 

    "Are you absolutely sure?" I asked, "What about one of those 'person of interest' pickup orders?" 

    "No, none of those," Linda replied, "No apples or oranges, either. Maybe some strawberries later, though." 

    "Check again," I said, "Yeah, I know that. Check again." Linda laughed, "Oh, yes, sir, sir! Checking now, sir! No, sir, nothing new. Not even one little thing. Would you like fries or an apple tart with that?" 

    "No, thanks," I said, tossing the phone to Larcon. "Guess what, Larcon? 

She says you're either wrong or lying. The pickup order is still active. Did you think I wouldn't check it?" 

    "I canceled it this morning!" he snapped, "It has to go through the chain of..." 

    "Screw that!" I snapped back, "You'll get the damned book when you can meet my terms. I'll call you later." 

    As I turned back to my bike, Larcon grabbed my arm. I faked a punch to his face and he faked a stagger against the front of his car, holding the side of his head. 

    I wasted no time getting on my bike, then squeezed it past a camper to get out of the lot and headed north on route 59 toward I-10. The baddies had less than two miles to try to stop me before I reached the Interstate. The Caddy that had been tailing me had followed me into the gas station and parked in a slot by the restaurant section. Those guys weren't really sophisticated shadows. When I'd started to leave the parking lot, the Caddy had quickly backed out of the slot and smacked into the side of an SUV. As I accelerated to fifty or so, another of those white Caddys roared out of a parking lot ahead on my right and slid to a stop sideways in the road to try to block my path. 

    The Caddy had left the parking lot on an angle and slewed sideways a bit to try to block me. That had put the rear of the Caddy beyond the lot's driveway. 

    Cutting right, I aimed for the sidewalk. The Caddy driver slammed his car into reverse and gunned it to intercept me, making the car lurch backward several yards. There was a loud grinding noise as its undercarriage found the sidewalk and its rear wheels dropped into a ditch. 

    Good 'nuff. I straightened my path and accelerated past his front bumper on the swale as the driver yanked the Caddy into drive and stomped the gas. The engine roared uselessly as the Caddy's back tires spun in thick, goopy mud. 

    As I neared the I-10 on-ramp and downshifted to third to make the turn, another white Caddy coming south on 59 veered across the road to completely block the ramp. Four men with guns got out of the car and stood clear of it. Well, duh, guys. A bike with a fat rear tire doesn't really need concrete for a short uphill run. I stunned two of the guys before I hit the slick grass and had to concentrate on getting the bike past the nose of the Caddy. One of the remaining guys crouched down behind the car and fired twice as the other one ran toward me. I stunned the gunner, then the runner, who went down in a long sprawl that almost put him under my wheels. Glancing back after I had pavement under the tires, I saw that another Caddy --perhaps the one that had originally tailed me through town --had joined the chase. 

    It didn't even try to miss the guy on the ground as it blasted around and past the front of the Caddy blocking the on-ramp. Fishtailing a bit on the damp grass after it joltingly ran over the guy, the Caddy reached the concrete and its tires screamed as it surged after me. 

    As I topped the long on-ramp, I checked my mirrors and saw the blocking Caddy backing up. In a minute or so they'd be right behind the Caddy that was right behind me. 

    Hm. I'd kind of expected to have a little more lead time. No way I'd outrun a damned Cadillac. A Vulcan 750 speedometer shows up to 140 MPH, but that may be a bit optimistic. I knew from my older Vulcan that I could count on a max speed of around 125. Maybe 130 with this newer bike. Perhaps a mile ahead of me were two eighteen-wheelers, one of which was changing lanes to pass the other. It had 'Mitchell' printed in big white letters across its back doors. 

    Keying the CB without taking it out of my pocket, I called, "Break for that Mitchell eastbound! Howboutcha, Mitchell eastbound, you got your ears on?" 

    "Yeeewww got me! Whozat a-ringin' the Boogeyman's bell this fine Alabama mornin'?" 

    "Dragonfly here, Boogeyman. I'm the two-wheeler on your six. I have some real pissed-off Cadillacs after me and I'm looking to run between you guys while you pass." 

    "Come back on that?! You wanna what?!" 

    "I want to run between you while you pass." 

    "Are you for real, biker?" 

    "Real as it gets, Boogeyman. How about it?" After a slight pause, another voice said, "This here's Jimmy D. Do you really, really think that's such a good idea, biker?" 

    "Well, I think it's prob'ly better'n lettin' those Caddies catch me. If you can give me six feet, I'll give it a shot." 

    "You sure you ain't runnin' from the cops, Dragonfly?" 

    "Cops don't use pimped-out Cadillacs, Jimmy D." 

    "Uhh... Well, y'all can do whatcha want, biker. You better hope yer six feet wide don't end up bein' six feet under." 

    "Roger that. Thanks, guys. Be right there." Both trucks were hugging the white lines at the edges of the highway. At a distance, it looked as if they'd opened up a whole new lane with a white stripe down the middle, but as I got closer, that open space began to look pretty goddamned narrow, after all. 

    At 90 I was closing with the trucks pretty quickly, but the Cadillacs were closing with me even faster. I bumped my speed up to an even 100 to gain a few seconds. 

    Linda's chime sounded in my implant. I ignored it in favor of paying attention to what I was about to do. Her ping sounded again, then again. Hm. She must be watching a satellite feed. When I didn't answer, she gave me five pings in rapid sequence. I sent back two quick 'can't talk right now' 

pings and concentrated on keeping the bike on course. 

    Turbulence from the trucks battered me until my front wheel was almost even with their huge back bumpers, then the air seemed to become almost calm. There was actually a slight backwash tailwind as I entered the gap between the trucks. 

    Twisting the throttle wide open, I ignored the speedometer as I blasted between the trucks for something like three hair-raising seconds. There was an explosion of noise all around me and I had a peripheral view of massive tires spinning on each side of me --seemingly inches from my handlebars --and then there was buffeting wind again. Flashes of paint and chrome on each side became the fronts of trucks in my rearview mirrors. Once I was past the trucks' forward wall of turbulence, there was mostly only the yowl of my own engine. I backed my speed down from 125 to 80. Over the radio in my pocket came, "Lord God a-mighty an' all his goddam angels! Didja see that, Boogeyman?! Was he even touchin' tha goddam ground?!" Boogeyman's slow drawl returned, "Ahhh... Sure didn't seem like it, Jimmy D! He's ferdamnsure flyin' that thing this mornin'! Hey, biker, you still by the channel?" 

    I reached to key the radio in my pocket and said, "Sure am! Thanks, guys! 

Really appreciate the help." 

    Boogeyman laughingly replied, "Hey, no problem! Thanks for the show! But ya'll better back it down some, Dragonfly. We been hearin' about a flock o' 

bears up the road a piece. Why'n hell're those Caddies after you?" 

    "I have something they want. Don't block 'em too long. They may start shooting." 

    Boogeyman's stronger signal and his, "Now you wanna lettum through?!" squashed whatever Jimmy D said. 

    "Yeah, let 'em by," I said, "They have guns." 

    "Well, might be we got some guns, too!" 

    Jimmy D said, "Boogeyman, what we got is big-assed, hard-to-miss tires and I got a wife an' kids at home. I'm droppin' back for ya. Come on by." Sounding almost disappointed, Boogeyman said, "Rog-O on comin' by, Jimmy D. Hey, Dragonfly, you better haul yo' two-wheeled little butt on down the damned road, dontcha know?" 

    "Copy that, Boogeyman. Thanks again." 

    I flicked the radio off and put it away, took the bike back up to 100, and glanced in my left mirror to see the Mitchell truck finish passing the other one. 

    The Cadillac that had been right on his ass appeared and blasted past the trucks, followed by two more Caddies. The next time I glanced back there were five Caddies, running close together in both lanes and getting bigger fast in my mirror. 

    I didn't really think the Vulcan could stay ahead of the Arabs much farther than the route 64 exit, but if everybody was in position, it wouldn't have to. 

    Route 64 --the road that had taken me into Loxley --also passed through Loxley and continued almost ten miles until it, too, intersected I-10 about four miles ahead. Larcon was supposed to have the Interstate blocked just beyond that exit. 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    The Caddies were less than a mile behind me as I crested the hill beyond the 64 exit. I listened for engine problems, but the bike sounded good, so I twisted the throttle all the way open and my tach needle tapped the far right peg. My speed quickly climbed above 125 on the downhill slope and I finally spotted the trap Larcon had prepared for the Arabs. 

    About three miles ahead what looked like a big accident blocked traffic in the westbound lanes. There were cop cars and ambulances and a helicopter in the middle of the median lifted off the ground. 

    More than a dozen cars that appeared to be backed up behind the accident

--as well as the cars from the accident itself --suddenly separated and crossed the median to position themselves nose-to-tail to block my side of the highway. 

    Other cars on the westbound side hurried to wall off escape to those lanes and I knew that even more cars were rushing to stop eastbound traffic behind the Caddies. 

    But someone screwed up. The cars blocking the road and median directly ahead of me were only a few feet apart. 

    Flitter," I said, "Move the cars in front of me, please. I need a space about six feet wide." 

    The car blocking the left lane slid about two feet to the left and tapped the bumper of the car blocking the edge of the median. The car on the right slid about a foot. 

    The gap looked truly tiny, but I knew the two bumpers were probably precisely six feet apart, as requested. I was suddenly through the gap and perhaps a hundred yards beyond it when I heard the rattle of gunfire and a tremendous crash followed by lesser crashes. 

    Glancing in my mirrors, I took a mental snapshot of the scene behind me and returned my eyes to the road ahead as I examined the afterimage of what I'd seen. 

    The car blocking the right lane had been spinning sideways onto the shoulder, its front end crushed and mangled. The left lane-blocking car had been upside down and burning in the median and a white Cadillac had still been sailing through the air like a broaching whale, turning onto its left side as it plummeted back to earth. I heard it slam to the ground behind me and saw it tumble end over end in my left rearview mirror. 

    There was more gunfire as I let up on the throttle and checked my mirrors again, but the sight of one of the Cadillacs blasting through the opening the other cars had created made me crank my speed back up. 

    Gun barrels had sprouted from the Caddy's windows and a guy in mirrored sunglasses was struggling to pull himself up through the sunroof. To the south I saw a small helicopter heading toward me and thought it was another NIA bird as it slowed and descended to about thirty feet above the left lane ahead. A man with a rifle sat in the bird's open side door. Yay! The cavalry's here! 

    When the first slug skipped off the concrete directly ahead of me, I thought, 'Then again, maybe not!' and sent a hard stun at the gunner in the chopper's open side door. 

    He slumped out of his seat, but only fell as far as his tether would let him. Damn. I felt real disappointment as he dangled just above the left skid. Another light stun made the pilot wobblingly set the bird down in the left lane. I sent a hard stun at each of the men in the front seats as I passed under the chopper's blades. 

    In my rearview mirror the guy in the Caddy's sunroof frantically got flat as his car also whizzed past the chopper without being struck by the blades. Damn, again. 

    Behind the Caddy two dark cars moved down the hill at speeds similar to ours. They looked like the cars that had been used in the roadblock. When the Caddy was less than two car lengths behind me, I thought, 'Okay, time to end this.' 

    I pulled the notebook out of my jacket and slung it at the median. The Caddy immediately braked and slowed, then it sped up. Then it slowed again and sped up again. In my rearview mirror I saw a flash within the car and the Caddy began slowing quickly. 

    Well. Somebody had definitely ended that debate. I also slowed and turned the bike around as I watched the Caddy make a hard, turf-slinging U-turn in the median and roar back toward where I'd tossed the book. The guy in the Caddy's sunroof parted company with the car during the middle of the U-turn when the car jolted hard over the shallow drainage culvert in the median. He bounced and tumbled like a rag doll and lay unmoving in the grass as the car charged back up the hill. 

    Another guy took his place in the Caddy's sunroof opening, pulling a rifle up from below and aiming it at the cars coming down the hill toward us. I was about to stun him when I heard a short burst of automatic fire. Sunroof-guy slumped and the rifle fell out of his grasp to clatter off the roof of the Cadillac. 

    More bursts of automatic fire sounded and holes appeared in the Caddy's front left fender as the tire instantly deflated and more holes appeared along the side of the car. 

    That didn't stop the Caddy. It charged awkwardly past the notebook, surging forward to meet the agency cars. There was more gunfire from both sides as I rolled near the notebook and stopped on the shoulder of the road. Up the hill, the Caddy blasted past the agency cars --literally, since the cars seemed to be trading broadside volleys --and started braking the instant it was past them, sending up a shower of sparks from its front left wheel rim. 

    The agency cars slowed down and split up. One screeched to a halt sideways to block the road as the other made a quick turnaround in the grassy median. Two men got out of the sideways car and aimed their guns at the Caddy as the other agency car roared back up the hill in the median. Almost before the Caddy had stopped, its driver had spun the back end around so its front faced the sideways car and me from about a quarter-mile away. That's when I knelt to pick up the notebook, slapping bits of crud off it as I got back on the bike. Amazingly enough, the cheap buckle and strap had survived intact. 

    As I stuffed the notebook back in my jacket and started the bike, I saw another car from the agency roadblock come over the crest of the hill at a high rate of speed. 

    Someone in the Caddy fired a short burst at me. I don't know where the flitter redirected the bullets, but none of them came anywhere near me. The guy in the Caddy screamed something that sounded obscene and fired again. And missed again. He sounded really pissed about that. I toed the bike into gear and got it moving as I turned it around, then I aimed for the space behind the agency car that was blocking the road. Someone else yelled something in the Caddy and its engine roared as it lunged awkwardly forward. 

    As I rolled around the rear of the roadblock car I heard two types of automatic fire rattling behind me, but I couldn't spare time for a look while I was on the slick grass. 

    Once I was back on the road, I glanced in my rearview and saw the Cadillac rolling slowly toward the middle of the median, somewhat beyond the agency car. Guess someone hit the Caddy's driver. 

    Slowing to a stop again, I looked back to see the Caddy roll into the drainage ditch and stop. There was a brief shootout with someone in the back of the Caddy, then the agency people cautiously approached the car, aiming their rifles and pistols inside as they yanked the doors open. Good 'nuff. I sipped some coffee as I watched the show, then wedged my mug back down between the bungee cords and got underway again, cruising eastward at about 65. 

    When I crested the next small hill a few minutes later, I checked to make sure I couldn't see any part of what was going on behind me, then looked ahead to check for any other traffic on either side of the Interstate. There was none, as I'd expected. I stopped next to a concrete pylon beneath the route 87 overpass and had another good look around before I said, 

"Flitter, please cast a refractive field around me and keep the field around me until I ask you to remove it." 

    The flitter answered, "Yes, Ed," as I rolled back onto the eastbound highway. 

    Linda pinged my implant and I answered, "Here. Present. Yo," as I called up a field screen above the handlebars. 

    She said, "You just disappeared from my satellite view. Are you sneaking away from the party?" 

    Shifting to fifth gear, I replied, "Yup. Sure am. Wanna ride on my spiffy new bike, sweetie?" 

    Looking past me, she grinned and said, "Sure, but turn your screen around. For me, it's like sitting backwards." 

    Turning the screen frontward, I said, "Oh, yes, milady! At once, milady!" Chuckling, she said, "Thanks, that's better. It's a pretty nice view, too. You're getting close to the river, Ed. How about leaving the screen on until you get past it?" 

    "Anything for my Fearless Leader." 

    "You're so accommodating, sir. Why aren't you going the speed limit?" I realized my speedometer must have seemed to be just under her chin and moved the field screen back and up a bit. Reaching through the screen to lift my coffee mug free of the bungees, I sipped and said, "I'm just putzing around. Getting the feel of the bike and like that." 

    "Uh, huh. I'd say you already have a pretty good 'feel' for that bike. I saw how you squeezed between those trucks." 

    Putting my mug back between the bungees, I replied, "Well, thank you, ma'am, but I think I'm just gonna keep on putzing along for a while. Sorry I couldn't answer when you called back there. I was kinda busy." There was a pause, then she said, "Forget it. I should have kept quiet." 

    "It warms my fuzzy little heart to know you worry about me, milady. My implant is still ringing from all those pings." 

    She chuckled, "Oh, blow it out your ass." The sound of a helicopter became audible over my engine noise. I checked my mirrors and spotted the bird flying east above the highway at what looked like its max speed. 

    It caught up with me quickly and blasted past above me, heading toward the Florida line. I recognized the bird as the one that had been in the median at the roadblock. 

    "Well, well," said Linda, "Someone's in a hurry." 

    "Oh, yeah. That chopper's running flat out." In my rearview mirrors I saw two cars crest the hill and speed my direction, so I moved over to the shoulder of the road and said, "More company coming, ma'am. Two cars, hauling ass down the hill. Brace yourself." Linda laughed and said, "Okay. I'm braced," but when the two cars roared past the bike in a split second at twice our speed, she yelped, "Jesus!" Fighting the wind from their passing, I laughed, "Toldja. Things look a little different on a satellite screen, ma'am." 

    "No shit!" In the faint reflection from the windshield, I saw her sip from her coffee mug before she asked, "Do things seem to be going about the way they should?" 

    "Yeah, I think so. I was seen by all the right people back there when I picked up the book. The baddies had time to use a cell phone when they charged, and even if they didn't make a call, when the chopper and cars report that they can't find me, word'll get out that I still have the book." Sighing, Linda said, "Well, that should bring any remaining rats out of hiding." After a pause, she asked, "How do you think they'll try for you?" 

    "Hard to say. Maybe a sniper along the road. Maybe more cars and guns." I heard her tapping on her coffee mug as Linda said, "Or maybe nothing. Larcon's trap was questionable, Ed. While it looked as if he was trying to get you, the Arabs have to assume the trap might really have been for them. Don't you think they may be bright enough to wonder why you didn't just hide the book?" 

    "Linda, those Cadillacs and guns proved the Arabs think I have the real book or that they're unwilling to take a chance it might be the real book. They can think any damned thing they want, but as long as they aren't absolutely sure, they'll probably try for the book again. Have the agencies just about wrapped up their search for more trucks?" 

    "The FBI thinks so. Barry Henson has people ready to move in nine cities this afternoon." 

    "Kewl! Maybe I'll get to finish this trip as a tourist." 

    "Hope all you want, but don't count on it." As I crested the next hill I saw the police roadblock of the westbound lanes at the Perdido River. Wow. The line of cars and trucks extended up the hill and out of sight. 

    We gained speed rolling downhill. A vulture landed in the road ahead and seemed to realize something wasn't quite right as it picked at something on the pavement. Looking toward me as I got closer, it took off again just before I'd have had to change lanes to avoid it. 

    As we approached the tree-lined river Linda asked me to stop. I put the kickstand down on the Alabama side and panned the screen so she could get a good look at the area. 

    "I need to get out more," she murmured, "I haven't seen scenery like this in a couple of years." 

    "No excuses, ma'am. You know I'd take you for a flitter ride anytime, even if you insist on bringing your sailor friend. And then there's the fact that you have access to two other flitters. If you really want to get outside, you can." 

    She sighed, "Yeah, I know. It's just that there are so many... never mind. You're right, I'm making excuses." 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "Yes'm. Hey, if you want a bit of your local outdoors, try range nine sometime. Pack a lunch and park by the creek. It's nice out there." 

    "Range nine has a creek?" 

    "Yup. Check it out. You'll probably like it." A helicopter --possibly the same one that had flown over us before -came over the hill on the Florida side of the river. It seemed to be examining the line of westbound traffic as it flew slowly toward the river. When the chopper stopped moving forward and hovered over a spot for a few moments, one of the cars in the traffic turned onto the median and tore up the grass as it bolted for the eastbound lanes. 

    I sent a few hard stuns at the car and it suddenly decelerated sharply, joltingly drifting across the eastbound lanes and down the far slope to the fence. The helicopter landed on the highway and men ran down the embankment. Some minutes later, they returned to the highway with two men and a suitcase. I keyed my implant and asked the flitter what they'd found in the car. 

    "Cocaine," said the flitter. 

    "Thanks," I said, and Linda asked, "What did it say?" 

    "Cocaine. I seem to have zapped some druggies." A cop car came speeding west on the eastbound side and stopped by the chopper as Linda asked, "You did that? The chopper's FBI. I thought they stunned them." 

    "Nope. I dunnit. There's no way to ride up that hill without being heard. Guess I'll have to use the flitter to skip to the next exit." 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    After ten minutes or so, Linda sighed, "Enough. I put the world on hold for this call and it's time to let it spin again. Thanks for the river view, Ed." 

    "No problem, lady. If you're real nice to me I'll take you to a beach next time." 

    She laughed and tapped her 'off' icon. I let the screen dissolve and said, 

"Flitter, lift the bike and me onto your deck, please, then take us to the next Interstate exit." 

    As the bike and I lifted off the ground and floated aboard the flitter, I checked my gas gauge and looked into my coffee mug. 

    Gas: three-quarters full. All of that high-speed running had only cost me about two bucks. 

    Coffee: three-quarters gone. Damn. 

    The sun was nearly overhead. Noon or close enough to it. I got underway again with the idea of locating a restaurant as well as a gas station. Sue pinged me as I crossed the bridge into Florida. As the flitter climbed away from the river, I answered, "Yes'm?" 

    Without appearing, she said, "I have a question, Ed." A sign saying, 'Florida Welcome Station - 1 Mile' went by as I said, 

"Well, maybe I have an answer, milady." 

    "Why did you choose to drive between those trucks?" 

    "Just did. It looked do-able." 

    "The flitter could have disabled those cars, Ed. There was no need to take such a chance." 

    The flitter stopped. I looked around and saw no crossroad, but the exit to the welcome station was just to my right. Hm. My fault. I'd said 'take me to an exit' without specifying that it should be an exit for another highway. 

    "Sue, I was supposed to deliver them to Larcon's trap well ahead of any other traffic. That meant hurrying a bit to keep ahead of them. Flitter, let's keep going until we find an exit for a highway, please." The flitter got underway again as Sue asked, "Would you have taken such a chance if I or the flitter hadn't been available to protect you?" 

    "Did you protect me? Did the flitter protect me?" 

    "No. An occasion to protect you didn't occur. But we were there, Ed. We could have protected you and I asked if you'd have tried that stunt without us." 

    "You've read my files, Sue. Speculate." 

    "I want to hear you say it, Ed." 

    "Then the answer's yes. Now tell me why you had to ask a question to which you already knew the answer. That's the kind of thing humans do." 

    "I was hoping it would lead to an understandable reason. Your 'just did' 

doesn't tell me why you did it." 

    I sighed, "Hey, it looked do-able, y'know? I don't think I can explain it much better than that." 

    Sue said, "I'm not criticizing you, Ed." 

    "I know that." 

    "You seem a bit defensive." 

    "Well, maybe that's because others who've asked similar questions have been critical, ma'am. The best example I can give you would be a friend who was with me the day I went into a burning house to see if I could find a woman's grandson. My friend thought I was certifiably insane for having gone into a burning house for any reason." 

    "Are you referring to the fire at 6499 Spring Hill Drive on March 3, 1990?" 

    "If you say so, ma'am. You're better with dates than I am. It was on Spring Hill Drive, anyway." 

    "I've seen the St. Petersburg Times article and fire and sheriff's department reports. They state that your actions were not altogether inappropriate for those circumstances." 

    "They probably didn't want to come right out and say, 'Sometimes it's all right for civilians to enter burning buildings'. Are you sort of asking why my friend and others who were there didn't share my view of things?" 

    "Yes." 

    Such as I could while riding the bike, I shrugged. 

    "Well, Sue, they're examples of why I take everybody else's opinions with a fat grain of salt. All I can say is that the job looked do-able. I saw lots of smoke, but not much fire. I stayed low and sprayed spots of flame all the way to the rear of the house, then I went back through to see if I'd somehow missed the kid. The fire department arrived and looked for him too, then the little bugger came back from a friend's house when he saw all the fuss down the street. Half an hour later it was all over and Steve and I were back on our way to his bank." 

    "Ed, the sheriff's department and fire department reports indicate that more than twenty people were present, yet you were the only one who chose to enter the house. Why?" 

    The flitter parked above a busy intersection. I saw signs reading US-90

and Nine Mile Road and looked at the restaurant signs as I said, "Jesus, Sue. I liked the odds, that's all. They didn't. What else can I tell you?" 

    "You're getting defensive again." 

    I sighed, "Then let's drop the subject. I'm sorry, Sue, but I don't have your capacity for endless discussion." 

    In a cool tone, she replied, "Understood." Aw, hell. 

    "Oh, come on, Sue. It isn't worth getting tense." 

    "That's a matter of opinion." 

    Damn. Okay, then. Let her be tense. She'd get over it. 

    "Did Larcon and company catch the big baddie they were after?" Her answer was tersely delivered. "Yes. The helicopter that passed you took him to Pensacola." 

    "Anything to add concerning the Arabs, ma'am?" 

    "They seem to be fond of Cadillacs." 

    Snorting a laugh, I agreed, "Yes'm, they do. Thanks for the laugh." 

    "You're welcome. I'll be around if you need me." 

    "Thank you, milady. Bye." 

    Sue's presence in my implant disappeared. It seemed to me that she might still be a bit tense, but she'd managed to crack a joke on her way out. Good for her. 

    Along US-90 I saw two gas stations and two restaurants behind a long chain link fence. I chose a restaurant and landed the flitter beside it as I wondered why they'd elected to put up a fence that limited access to the entire area. 

    No matter. Leaving the bike aboard the flitter, I gave some thought to the morning's events as I ordered and waited for a hamburger steak with spinach and corn. 

    Nobody had expected the baddies to barf up a helicopter. Of course, nobody had expected five cars, either. Larcon's plan had anticipated perhaps three at most. 

    "Aw, c'mon," he'd laughed during the conference call, "How many cars would you send to stop one guy on a friggin' motorcycle? One? Two?" Someone had suggested that there might be as many as three because the Arabs would want to cover route 59 north and south of the exit as well as the meeting point. 

    "Okay," snapped Larcon, "Sure. Maybe three, then." Heh. 'Sure. Maybe three, then.' Right. 

    Larcon's plan had also ended with his trap. I'd suggested at least continued surveillance during the rest of my trip, but he'd reminded me who was in charge of the entrapment operation and almost yelled, "Look, goddammit, you leave calling the plays to the coach, understand?! You had your chance to be part of this team and you shit on it!" 

    Assuming I had nothing more to say about the matter, Larcon had gone on a bit more about various details, but I had the info I needed and quietly hung up the phone while he was running his face. 

    Gawd, I hate sports analogies. Similes. Metaphors. What-the-fuck-ever. They usually mean someone's stopped thinking beyond his own ego. 'A plan's been made and we're going with it, so shut up and play your part, etc...' 

    I'd too often seen some hotshot's plans turn to kitty litter when some pissy little thing had gone wrong or hadn't been anticipated because it would have marred someone's carefully-drawn outline of 'how things should go'. It seemed unlikely to me that anyone trained to conduct vehicular ambushes

--and who had the resources to use Cadillacs and helicopters as chase cars -would have ignored one of the basic tenets of such activities. Because it had been a chase instead of a static ambush, there should have been someone in another vehicle to make a report if necessary. But only the Caddies had gotten past the eastbound I-10 closure, so an observer behind them would have been part of the herd of vehicles over the hill and unable to see a damned thing, although a radio or a cell phone could have been used to report from within the trap. 

    A report to whom, I had no idea, but the uproar over the notebook had been too big to think that nailing a couple of local-cell leaders from Sarasota would end it. 

    There was also no reason to think that a federal roundup of terrorists and trucks in several cities would end the matter if the raids cut communications. A field operative would only know that he couldn't reach the home office. He wouldn't necessarily assume his mission had been scrubbed. He'd also be part of a team. If they were in a car, there'd be one guy to shoot and another to drive. A bomb would likely be delivered by another vehicle, probably a car or a motorcycle. 

    Someone would pull up alongside me and push a button and someone else would stop and sift the debris for the book as he said the Arab equivalent of kaddish for his pal. 

    Nah. Doubtful. The logistics of using a bomb would be intricate and chancy. But it would still be possible if they knew where to place people to intercept me. 

    At this point, Larcon and his office mole wouldn't know where I'd be without a flight plan detailing my route, and I couldn't supply one without being just a little too obvious. 

    Linda was using a satellite feed. Would Larcon think to do that? It was technology he understood and accepted, so it was at least remotely possible. Then again, I might be letting my dislike of Larcon flavor my opinion of him. Could be that he and his posse weren't altogether a bunch of politically-motivated twits and were currently searching for me along the roads of north Florida using all possible means. 

    Shrug. Nah. Couldn't count on it, so I'd best make sure it would happen somehow before I got underway again. I pinged Linda and got a two-ping response. Hm. She had the kind of company that prevented an immediate answer. I was nearly through eating when she answered. Keying my implant, I quietly asked her if Larcon might be trying to track me via satellite feeds like hers. 

    "I have no idea, Ed. Where are you?" 

    "Near Pensacola. In a restaurant, which is why I'm keeping my voice down. I don't think it's over out here." 

    "I don't either. You think Larcon does?" 

    "Don't really know, Linda. He got what he wanted; the two baddies and their goons. But his plan didn't seem to include anything past the roadblock. Might be he just didn't bother to tell me, but..." 

    "Sir," said a waitress approaching my table, "Are you all right?" I looked up and asked, "Have you ever been in a TV ad?" 

    "A TV ad? You mean like acting?" 

    Nodding, I tossed a couple of bucks on the table so she'd know it didn't matter how she answered. 

    "No, but..." she hesitated, then said, "I was in a play once. In high school." 

    Before she could ask me anything, I asked, "How did you memorize your lines? Repetition?" 

    Her face changed to one of understanding, then vague irritation. "Yeah. I said them over and over until I was saying them in my sleep. God, I hated being in that play." 

    Grinning at her, I said, "You probably did okay," and stood up. She stepped back as I said, "Later," and headed for the bathroom at an ambling pace. 

    Linda said, "I love the way you do misdirection." 

    "Thank you, ma'am. I learned it from you, of course." 

    "Bullshit. You want me to make sure Larcon's using a satellite feed?" 

    "Yes'm." 

    "May I ask why? Unless you happen to be in or near Tallahassee or another major city, he'll be too far away to be of any help to you." 

    "I don't need or want his help. Just want him watching. I think he either wants very much to present this thing to his handlers as a done deal or he isn't quite over being stunned a few times. Or both." 

    "Revenge? Ed, that's a little far-fetched." 

    "Won't cost us a dime to find out." 

    "True. Okay, I'll find a way to drop the hint." 

    "You're too good to me, Fearless Leader." She sighed, "Yeah, I know. Anything else?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Okay. Later, Ed." 

    "Bye, milady." 

    After taking a leak, I walked outside and around to the side of the restaurant facing the gas stations. A blue van blocked anyone's view of me from the restaurant when I called the flitter down and had it put the bike on the ground. 

    As an SUV rolled by I had the flitter turn off the refractive field around the bike, then put on my helmet and backpack. A guy at the gas station next door seemed a bit startled and confused, but a moment later, he also seemed able to tell himself the bike must already have been there. I gassed up the bike, checked the oil, water, and tires, and even gave the windshield a good cleaning. Four people commented on my ammo can luggage and marveled at my Texas license plate before I got out of there. Odd. A Texas plate on a car in northwest Florida only represents a long day's drive and it's no big deal, but a Texas plate on a bike seems to be somehow remarkable. 

    Oh, well. A woman was kind enough to tell me that the I-10 bridge over the bay beyond Pensacola was still undergoing repairs from the last hurricane season. 

    She said, "It's got lots of that metal --ribbing stuff..? --on it. You know, like the way they make some drawbridges. You can see the water through it. There's even a sign that tells motorcycles to take another road." The clerk rang up a sale and said, "My boyfriend goes across it two times a day on his bike." Looking up from the register, she added, "And he ain't been ridin' all that long. Got his bike last October. The only other way is around the bay, and that takes a couple of hours." I thanked everybody for their comments and walked outside to the bike. According to the wall clock in the gas station, it was a little after one. Sitting on the bike, I considered the trip ahead. Spring Hill's about 400

miles from Pensacola. Add time for gas stops and dinner. About half the trip would be on US-19, doing no more than 65 MPH between towns. Call it seven or eight hours without other interruptions. 

    That would use up the rest of Thursday, at any rate. Keying my implant, I said, "Sue." 

    "Yes?" she answered. 

    "I just wondered if you happened to know when --exactly --the NIA and FBI plan to drop the hammer." 

    "I'll assume you mean 'when they intend to execute raids in nine cities'." 

    "Yeah. That." 

    "Seven-fifteen." 

    "Thanks. You're still pissed at me, aren't you?" 

    "I'm merely attempting to make certain this discussion does not develop a potential for endlessness." 

    Uh, huh. Oh, yeah. Still pissed. 

    "Well, thank you for your brevity, milady. If you'd rather, I'll ask Elkor any further questions." 

    "That will not be necessary." 

    "Or I could ask my flitter, I guess. It has access to..." She interrupted, "That will be unnecessary as well." 

    "But you seem irritated with me, ma'am. I feel as if I should try to find a way to give you time to get over it." 

    "If I need such time, I'm capable of asking for it." 

    "Then maybe I'd like to give you some time to get over it. Besides, I know you probably have more than enough to do, what with helping Stephanie and all that." 

    After a slight pause, Sue said, "If I couldn't spare time for you, I'd say so. Do you have any other questions?" 

    "Guess not." 

    "Let me know if you think of any. Bye." 

    "Bye." 

    Yeah, she was definitely pissed about something, and I didn't think it was just my remark about endless discussions. She'd seemed somewhat upset about my trip between the trucks, but then, so had Linda, and Linda had gotten past it. So could Sue. 
Chapter Thirty

    When I pulled out of the gas station, a red Toyota came sliding to a halt in front of me. At first I thought there might be an event at hand, but the car quickly turned and hurried into the gas station and parked at the pumps. A woman got out of the Toyota, hurried to its gas port and removed the gas cap, then stabbed her card into the gas pump's reader as she yanked the pump handle free and used it to rap the 'on' lever upward. 

    She jammed the nozzle into her car's gas port as if she might be angry about something. When nothing happened, she stuck her card back in the pump's slot, read the screen, poked a button, and squeezed the pump handle again. Apparently nothing happened, because she almost slammed the pump handle back onto the holder and poised her card at the slot, then rammed it in and yanked it out as she peered impatiently at the LCD screen. Straightening, she grabbed the pump handle and again used it to knock the lever upward, then jammed the nozzle back into her car. I heard her swear from a hundred feet away. 

    A tinny-sounding voice said something to her over the pump's speaker system and the woman said something before she hung up the nozzle and went through all the card-scanning and fuel-choice motions yet again, but more slowly. 

    This time the pump worked. Looking up as she pumped gas, she saw me watching her and stared back at me in a manner that said 'mind your own damned business' or maybe even 'fuck you'. 

    Heh. Sometimes things work better if you slow down, lady. I got underway toward the Interstate, caught a red light, and had time for a good look around as I waited. 

    A bank sign across the street read '1:21' for a moment, then changed to read '74'. For some vague reason I'd expected a late April day in Florida to be a bit warmer. Oh, well. 

    Always listen to your internal radar. The light changed, but something told me to stay put, so I did. The car behind me honked impatiently just as a little white Ford whizzed through the intersection from the westbound left turn lane. 

    The Ford braked hard and barely missed hitting the rear of a brown car that had moved forward in the lane next to mine, then the Ford accelerated through the intersection and headed south at what looked like about seventy. I put the bike into motion and rolled past the brown car toward I-10, then had to hit my own brakes when a yellow car coming south decided to take advantage of the stopped brown car to make a left turn without an arrow. The guy behind the wheel in the yellow car seemed genuinely surprised to see me six inches from his bumper. I watched him go by, looked to see if the way was finally, truly clear, and --damned glad to be leaving the area -headed toward the Interstate. Well before I got to the bay bridge on I-10 there were signs advertising

'under construction' and such. A mile or so before the last exit one the west side of the bay was a sign saying 'motorcycle detour' with an arrow pointing to the right. 

    On the other hand, I saw two motorcycles heading west that could only have come across the bridge, so I continued past the exit and down the hill toward the bay. 

    There were heavy crosswinds --southerly gusts well over thirty --so I slowed down and put the bike just to the right of a brown delivery van and used the van to block the wind. 

    The van rocked hard a few times but it never swerved into my lane as we approached the first of the patched sections of the bridge. Sure enough, there was a long stretch of metal gridwork. Looking down as my front tire danced like a chorus girl, I could see the water below through the ribbing and panels. The wind slammed the van a lot harder on the bridge, but the van still didn't swerve, so I stayed beside it and rode out the tire-grabbing gridwork. 

    Back on concrete near the center of the bridge, the wind was even worse and the truck finally did give a little, edging over the white line a few times. I kept well to the right and gave the van all the room I could. There was more of the damned gridwork on the other side of the hump, of course. The van driver fought the wind as I fought to keep my tires from skipping out from under me and we made it to the other side of the bay. The van driver honked and grinned as he waved and I waved back before I took the bike up to 80 and continued on without his assistance. Nothing at all exceptional happened during the two hundred miles to the US-19 exit on the east side of Tallahassee and I made pretty good time on the road. It was almost five when I stopped for gas and checked the bike again, then rolled across a parking lot to a nearby restaurant. I took a walk around the immediate area to loosen myself up a bit. Hanging my right heel on a low fence that separated the parking lots, I bent and stretched a few times, then did the same with my other heel on the fence. Holding my backpack out in front of me at arm's length, I waved it slowly around myself on each side, then did some behind-the-head lifts with the pack hanging on my fingertips. 

    A woman's voice behind me asked, "How much does that thing weigh?" Turning around, I held it toward her as I answered, "About forty pounds, I think." 

    The woman who grinningly shook her head to refuse taking the pack was brunette, over forty, and just slightly overweight, but not so much so that I couldn't see what had once been an exemplary figure within her businesslike jacket and skirt outfit. She still looked damned good, in fact. As I set the pack on the pavement by the bike, she said, "My first husband used to do things like that when he got off his bike. Where are you going?" I told her as she studied the bike and me, then she said, "They're saying it'll go down to forty or close to it tonight. If I were you, I'd get a room somewhere and start out after it warms up tomorrow morning." Shrugging, I replied, "Oh, I'll probably survive, I think." Eyeing me studiously, she said, "Please don't take this the wrong way, but... Is it a matter of money?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. I could spring for a room. I'd just rather keep moving." 

    She studied the bike again briefly, then asked, "Are you sure? Look, there's a shelter in town." 

    "I appreciate the thought, but it isn't a money problem." Thumbing at the restaurant, I said, "Fact is, I was about to get something to eat. If you're coming instead of going, let's share a table." 

    Smiling, she shook her head. "Thanks, but I'm meeting a friend here in a few minutes." 

    Feigning major disappointment, I replied, "That figures. A woman with your looks wouldn't be dining alone except by choice. I like your outfit, by the way. I always was a sucker for a woman in uniform." Glancing down at herself, she echoed, "Uniform? Does it really give that impression?" 

    "Shouldn't it? Haven't you noticed how it looks really good on you, but it sort of inspires a bit of caution?" 

    Snorting a laugh, she yelped, "Caution? Have I heard you being cautious yet?! Did I miss something, or were you working up to it gradually?" Before I could answer, she gestured at a green pickup truck entering the parking lot and said, "And that's him now. Gotta go. Nice meeting you." Tossing her a reasonable rendition of a salute, I grinningly replied, 

"Nice to meet you, too, ma'am." 

    She laughed and walked away toward the pickup truck. I took my pack and helmet into the restaurant and the hostess seated me by a window when I told her I wanted to be able to see my bike. 

    After I'd put away a burger basket with fries and a side of buttered spinach, I visited the bathroom, then grabbed my pack and helmet and headed outside. 

    As I passed the lady and her friend at their table near the doors, I smiled and saluted her again, which made her grin and made her friend give me a questioning look. 

    It was already dark and I had a feeling the woman had been right about it getting down near forty, but it didn't really matter. I turned on my five suit to see how it would handle the presence of a motorcycle helmet. My five suit apparently decided the helmet was part of me and wrapped itself around it. I tried to touch the corner of my faceplate and my fingertips remained about a quarter inch from the surface. Good 'nuff. As I got on the bike and left the parking lot I wondered what miracle of Amaran programming had accomplished that level of adaptability. A few miles south of the Interstate, I found myself in Capps, Florida, which seemed to mark some sort of boundary between 'town' and 'boonies'. A bright row of street lights ended about a mile past a convenience store and gas station, and after that was only darkness and the reflective highway markers and occasional road signs. 

    Less than another mile had passed before I saw a deer on the side of the road. Not much farther along I saw two more, then a big yellow dog ran across the road. No problem; the flitter wouldn't let me hit anything. It wasn't long before another small town came into view; the sign said

'Lamont', and it was like Capps in that when I passed the last few street lights and house lights, I was again in the deep darkness of a cloudy night. The town of Eridu came next. It wasn't much more than four gas stations and some darkened buildings bisected by the road, and three of the four gas stations were closed. I keyed up a field screen and checked a map which showed no more towns prior to Perry, Florida. 

    My mileage so far hadn't been the 56MPG suggested by the owner's manual. I figured the bike weighed 450 pounds or so with a tank of gas and a gallon of oil. Add me and my gear, and it probably weighed around seven hundred pounds altogether. 

    Add to that the air being shoved aside by a big windshield and the flat fronts of the ammo cans, however much drag they might create. If I was getting 40 MPG, I'd be surprised. 

    Although I'd theoretically only be down about a quarter of a tank at Perry, I decided to do the smart thing and fill up fairly often rather than take a chance on running out of gas in the middle of nowhere. After all, the chase was still on as far as I was concerned, and would be on until I received word that the big bust had been successfully accomplished. Even then there was the possibility that a field op underway wouldn't be canceled. 

    On the bottom of the screen the time read '18:41'. Half an hour to go before the raid. Did I care? No, not really. I'd hear the results later anyway. My immediate concern was drawing the interest of any last minute hitters. 

    I decided to use the screen as a HUD --a Heads-Up Display --and asked the flitter to make it show other vehicles within five miles of me on or within a hundred yards of US-19 and any other roads, then amended the request to include operating and occupied vehicles only when the screen became crowded with green spots. 

    As an afterthought, I asked the flitter to include low-flying aircraft within twenty miles as red dots and I was somewhat surprised to see two dots appear on the screen. 

    One dot was behind me, heading northwest, and the other was ahead of me, flying southeast. Following US-19? Could be. Small planes often followed main highways. 

    The northbound aircraft soon disappeared as it passed the twenty-mile mark, but the southbound red dot seemed to stop near Perry. Putting my finger on it, I asked, "What kind of aircraft is this one?" 

    "A helicopter." 

    "Send a probe, please. Let me know what it's doing." My screen split and I saw the chopper land on a pad near a good-sized hospital. I almost canceled the probe display in favor of watching the road ahead when I saw people quickly wheel a motorcycle out of the helicopter. I said, "Send a copy of that probe's findings to Linda, please," as they wheeled a second bike out of the bird. 

    Less than a minute later, Linda pinged me and I answered with, "Hi, there, Fearless Leader. Since when do medical birds deliver bikes?" She replied, "Some people are on their way to the hospital to ask that very question. Those were Suzuki crotch rockets, Ed. You should probably expect company fairly soon." 

    "Done thunka that, ma'am." 

    "Good for you, sir. I also sent a copy of the probe's feed to our FBI liaison." I could almost hear her grin as she added in a tone of mock surprise, "Oh, my! But I've somehow neglected to notify our NIA friends!" Laughing, I said, "No sweat. If it isn't part of Larcon's grand plan, he probably wouldn't appreciate hearing about it. I'll have the flitter keep you updated." 

    "Good enough, Dragonfly. Bye for now." 

    "Bye, milady." 

    She poked her 'off' icon and the HUD display returned to full-screen. Both bikes were apparently either running or occupied; they were displayed side-by-side at the entrance to the hospital parking lot. Just before I reached Perry I found an open gas station, turned off my five suit, went inside to give the woman five bucks to hold while I filled the tank, then parked the bike behind the dumpster, took off my helmet, and went inside with my coffee cup. 

    The clerk eyed my choice of parking spots for a moment, then turned to me and asked, "You ain't thinkin' about robbin' this place, are you?" 

    "Nope. Just want my change and some coffee." I poured some 'dark roast' coffee into my cup through the drinking hole as the woman watched. It didn't take much to fill the mug; maybe three fingers or so. 

    When I went to the register I noticed that she hadn't included the coffee in my change from the gas purchase. I raised the cup and started to speak and she quickly said, "I didn't charge you for the coffee, mister." Her voice was rather tense. I held up a hand and said, "Relax, ma'am. I only parked there so two other guys on bikes wouldn't see my bike if they went by." 

    She peered outside and asked, "Somebody's after you?" 

    "Might be. Better safe than sorry." 

    "You want me to call the cops?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "If anything happens, I'll call 'em." She stared at me as I sipped again and said, "Bye," then opened the door and went outside. Wedging my mug between the bungee cords, I put on my helmet, called up my five suit, and started the bike. The clerk was still staring out the window at me as I turned the bike around, so I waved to her and headed away into the night. 

    It seemed likely that she'd make that call to the cops as soon as I was out of sight, so I asked the flitter to put a refractive field around me and kept the bike well to the right, ready to get out of the way if any traffic came my way. 

    A cop car came onto US-19 from a side street ahead and hurried north past me. In my rearview mirror I saw it brake and turn into the station that was now about a mile behind me. They may be small-town cops, but they damned sure react fairly quickly. 

    Well, at least one of them was where he couldn't get hurt for the next little while. As I rolled through Perry, I saw two more cop cars lurking in shadows on each side of the road just before it curved and met US-27. 
Chapter Thirty-one

    About a quarter-mile before I got to the traffic lights, I asked the flitter to remove the refractive field and rolled the last two hundred yards to the intersection in full view. 

    An old station wagon left a convenience store on the southwest corner of the intersection and headed west. I caught the light red and sat waiting in the left-turn lane for about thirty seconds before I got a green arrow. Looking around, I saw no cops, no bikes, nor even other miscellaneous traffic, but just after I made the turn and headed east on US-27, I faintly heard two bikes start up. 

    Glancing in my left mirror, I saw nothing moving behind me, but as I ran out of street lights and headed into the darkness beyond the town, I heard bikes going through their gears and looked back again. Two headlights --each flanked by two small amber lights --sped through the intersection where I'd turned. 

    Half a mile or so farther the road curved and I sped up to be on the far side of it when the Suzukis appeared. Just around the bend I stopped in front of someone's gravel driveway and turned off my bike to kill the lights. Less than two seconds later the Suzies barreled into the turn and I sent stuns at the riders. Both riders stayed more or less with their bikes as they hurtled straight through the apex of the curve, over a shallow ditch, through a fence, and into the dark woods beyond the road. 

    Moving my bike off the road and placing my folding knife under the kickstand to keep the stand from sinking into the gravel, I said, "Flitter, please put a refractive field around my bike," and set out on foot to find the Suzies. 

    One bike hadn't gone far; a big tree had stopped it twenty feet from the fence. I turned off the ignition to kill the lights and looked for the rider. He lay about twenty feet away, half concealed in foliage, and didn't move as I approached. 

    Reaching under his helmet, I checked for a pulse. Nope. Nothing. Just to be sure, I jabbed my finger hard into the bundle of nerves behind the corner of his jaw. 

    If he'd been able to respond, he'd have been unable to avoid reacting to the agony, but he just lay there. I saw a gun in a holster on his belt, but left it there. 

    Moving a good thirty feet further through the brush, I found the front end and left side of the second bike protruding from watery muck. The rider was nowhere in sight. 

    Was the shallow muck deep enough to conceal him? Maybe, but I was experiencing that 'hackles-up' sensation of being watched intently. The watcher might be human or animal, but had to be very close to see me in this darkness. 

    The sensation was strongest to my right. I quickly sent three stun tendrils that direction and the one furthest to the right made contact with something alive. 

    Brush rustled and crackled as someone --or something --collapsed. I stepped over the bike's front wheel and leaned down to turn off the ignition and lights. 

    Headlights and red and blue lights flashing through the trees alerted me to get down as two cop cars went roaring around the curve and accelerated away into the night. 

    They weren't using their sirens, which seemed rather risky to me. Once they were past, I checked the guy in the bush. He had what looked like a 9mm pistol in his right hand. I kicked the gun over by his bike. My five suit prevented me from reaching into the guy's pockets to search for his wallet, but I left it on because I didn't want to deal with the hordes of mosquitoes that were already blanketing the exposed skin of the guy's throat. 

    When I rapped my knuckles on his helmet, he came awake fast and clumsily tried to punch at me. I stunned his arms and legs as the mosquitoes resettled themselves on his neck. 

    Reaching to lift his helmet's faceplate, I said, "Hi, there, fellow motorcycle enthusiast. Do you happen to speak English?" He spit at me. I stepped aside and the loogie flew by me. 

    "Hey," I said, punting his ribs lightly, "Pay attention, now. You can't even move to slap bugs. If you want some help, you'll talk to me." Glancing at his arms and legs, he shrieked, "Why I no can move? What you done me?" 

    "Never mind that. I don't have the book you want." He screamed, "You lie!" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nope. See for yourself." Kneeling beside him, I took the notebook out of my jacket, held it a foot from his face as I unbuckled and opened it, and flipped through the blank pages as I asked, "Can you see this okay? Got enough light?" Looking up at me, he screamed, "Where book?!" Putting the notebook back in my jacket, I replied, "Where the hell do you think it is, dumbass? Ask the FBI." 

    Standing up, I turned to leave. 

    He screamed, "Why you tell this?! Where book?!" Facing him, I asked, "Are you completely stupid? I'm telling you this so you guys'll stop chasing me. It's over. Try to call your boss. Some kind of cop will answer the phone." 

    Returning to the road, I asked the flitter to record the man's actions, trace any calls he might make after his arms started working again, and to send the results to Linda, then I retrieved my knife, sat on my bike, and sent a ping to Linda. 

    When she answered, I said quietly, "One dead and one stunned, Fearless Leader, but he'll be up and moving soon. The flitter will send you what it records as it happens, including traces of any calls the survivor makes. Instructions?" 

    Linda paused a moment, then said, "All the big names were bagged. Let the local police have them. That might even demonstrate the scope of things to certain people who are trying very hard not to see it." 

    "Oooo. Larcon gave you a hard time, huh?" She chuckled, "He tried to. He failed." 

    "Well, of course he did. You're my Fearless Leader. He's just some J. Edgar Hoover wannabe." 

    Sound travels well at night and it travels even better in the quiet middle of nowhere. I heard brush rattle and muted verbalizations that sounded a lot like swearing. 

    "Stand by," I said, "He's moving." 

    "So I see. Ed, I'm using an infrared filter, but he's almost a hundred yards away from you. Are you watching him on a field screen?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Then how...?" 

    "Magic, milady. Superior woodsmanship and all that. What's he doing now?" She snorted a laugh. "You tell me, smartass." 

    "Okay. He's either checking bikes or checking his buddy while he slaps and scratches. If he's smart, he'll get rid of his helmet, 'cuz it's harder to deal with bugs while you're wearing one. Want a prediction?" She chuckled, "Yeah. Sure. Predict away." 

    "Okay. He'll probably find his gun or his friend's gun and start feeling a bit better about things right away. In the meantime, he's trying to think while the bugs are bugging the hell out of him, and he'll likely make a cell phone call fairly soon, if only for transportation. While he does all that, I'm going to call the local cops. Sound good?" 

    "Sounds fine, particularly since he seems to be going along with your predictions. He's stopped moving and a cell phone signal is emanating from his position. We're tracing it." 

    "Flitter," I said, "Has he found a gun yet?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    I laughed, "Good. He can't slap at the bugs while he's holding the gun and using the phone. Enjoy the show, Linda. Gotta do stuff at this end." Linda replied, "Okay, later," and dropped the link. Keying up a small blank screen, I called 911 and said two bikers had run off the road. Ignoring the dispatcher's questions about who I was, I gave the location, disconnected, and sipped coffee as I waited. 

    Like I said, the local cops were fairly quick. In less than five minutes two cop cars slid to a stop just before the western end of the curve and blocked both lanes with their lights on. 

    Two uniformed cops proceeded on foot as two more cars arrived to block the east end of the curve and the cops from those cars advanced on foot toward the first two. 

    I doubt any of them expected what happened next. A motorcycle engine fired up and revved a couple of times, then the guy in the woods came charging out of the darkness in first gear as he fired rapidly at the cops. The cops got down fast and one cop's flashlight seemed to explode in his hand. Three cop pistols and a shotgun fired... oh, hell, a bunch of times. Illuminated by the car lights, the Suzuki's right handlebar hit a fencepost and the rider was pitched forward over the handlebars as the bike tried to turn a hard right. 

    The rider almost cleared the ditch, but not quite. There was a loud snapping sound as his outstretched arms met the embankment and he tumbled onto the road. 

    His right arm was at an odd angle and he screamed and grabbed his arm as he struggled to rise. One of the cops hurried over and stomped the guy's helmet against the ground twice, crushing the faceplate. The rider still tried rather dazedly to get up, but the cop had his handcuffs out and quickly cuffed the rider's unbroken left arm to his right leg. 

    Good 'nuff. 

    "Flitter," I whispered, "Lift the bike and me and put us down about two miles south of the intersection of US-19 and 27, please." Without instructions to do so, the flitter didn't lift me onto the deck. Suspended a few feet below the flitter, I put my feet on the bike's footpegs and leaned back against my luggage until the flitter gently deposited me and the bike smack in the middle of somebody's pasture. 

    Ah, hell. Someday I'd learn to be more specific. I'd said 'two miles south' and I had no damned doubt at all that this spot was precisely two miles due south of the intersection. 

    Nonetheless, I said, "Thanks, flitter. Now would you please move the bike and me to the nearest paved southbound shoulder of US-19?" The rest of the trip was a long ramble through the night and a number of tiny towns until I reached the outskirts of Crystal River, after which there was only one fifteen-mile stretch of uninterrupted darkness prior to Spring Hill. 

    When I pulled into my driveway and got off the bike a little before midnight, I saw Tiger sitting in the kitchen window. He hopped down and reappeared some moments later in the side yard, having used his cat door to leave the house. 

    "Hello!" he yelled as he squeezed through the gate and trotted across the yard, "Hello, Ed!" 

    He hopped onto the bike as I took off my backpack. I ruffled his chin as I replied, "Hi, Tiger. What do you think of the new bike?" Sniffing at the left ammo can, he said, "It has boxes." 

    "Yup." 

    Looking up at me, he said, "But we have boxes. In the garage. Many boxes." 

    "These boxes are better." 

    Tiger examined the right ammo can more closely by walking on it and sniffing it. I leaned against the bike's seat and petted him as I sipped coffee and thought about the last few days. 

    The biggest baddies on the lists had supposedly been bagged, but rats that size usually have understudies. If you don't zap at least the top three levels of a local command structure, subgroups could sometimes reform themselves to some degree of functionality. 

    Back in the seventies, with the Red Guard and other such groups in Europe, zapping the topmost cells sometimes put them completely out of business in a given area for months or even years at a time, but their lines of donated or coerced support had been much more tenuous. 

    The Arabs knew how to work the financial systems of the west. Getting money and goods to local cells was the least of their problems; in fact, they had considerable difficulty recruiting enough 'do and die' members from among Muslims in western nations and had to import the bulk of their strike team members. 

    Muslims who've emigrated to the US and other western nations have predominantly done so to avoid or escape crappy conditions and restrictions in their home countries. 

    They're usually people who've busted their butts to become something and make a place for themselves and their families in a relatively safe, sane part of the world. 

    Their children, however, could often be reached and recruited by the same styles of political and religious rhetoric that had worked so well for other groups over the last century. 

    Even without knowing the actual statistics of the NIA and FBI raids, I'd bet the bulk of arrests had been college students --real ones or imported fakes --and that the average age of arrestees had been twenty-five or less. They were just another crop of inexperienced young people who'd been conned and pushed by power-hungry older people onto a path that guaranteed them death, prison, or lives as fugitives, but I had trouble developing any sympathy for them. 

    Some people are simply particularly susceptible to mental tampering. There have always been a percentage of them in every population; people who'll follow someone or something at any cost rather than think for themselves and who could sacrifice any number of 'not-like-us' or 'nonbeliever' other people in support of some religious or political goal. 

    Hm. Was I so different? I followed an ideal of sorts, too, and I took orders from Linda. On the other hand, she'd never advocated wholesale elimination of vast segments of the population as 'infidels' or asked me to blow up public buildings and mass-transit vehicles for religious reasons. Guzzling the last of my coffee, I decided to someday tell Linda that I'd decided she wasn't such an ogre, after all, and opted to move my old bike to the back porch. 

    When I walked back around the house, I found a sheriff's car parked on my swale. Walk down there? Nah. If he was interested, the deputy would let me know. They weren't known for being particularly shy. 

    I pushed the new bike into the garage, took my small bag off the sissy bar, and opened the ammo cans to get a few things to take into the house. Putting the stuff by my backpack, I closed the garage door. The deputy drove away as I locked it. 

    When I went into the house, the message light on my answering machine was flashing. For just a moment, I considered listening to whatever was on the tape, then decided it would still be flashing in the morning. After making a fresh coffee, I headed for the shower. 
Chapter Thirty-two

    Saturday's morning began quietly; a welcome change. I woke to find light streaming in through the window and Tiger in his usual spot at the foot of the bed. 

    "Hello, Ed," he said, standing and stretching. 

    "Hi, Tiger. Did you have a good sleep?" 

    "Yes. Two good sleeps." 

    As I got up, I looked at the bedside clock. 9:08. Wow. Must have been pretty tired. After a trip to the bathroom I headed for the kitchen, where I hit the 'play' button on my answering machine and rinsed my coffee mug as the machine cycled. 

    The first four calls were hangups, then Alissa's excited voice said, "Ed, this is Alissa! I won a car!" and went on to very quickly describe the circumstances. 

    She'd been at a restaurant with her parents and had filled out an entry form for a drawing. They'd called her at home almost two weeks later to tell her she was the winner of a brand new Chevy. 

    "I didn't even have enough money to pay the taxes!" she went on after taking a breath, "But my dad took care of it, then he bought the Chevy and gave me his Ford and... well, now I have a car and ten thousand dollars!" She started to say something else, but the machine cut her off. The next call was also from Alissa. 

    "Ed, your machine cut me off," she said unnecessarily, "Look, I've been thinking, and... well, I'm coming back to Florida, but... I want to start everything new, you know? And that means a new bike, too. Well, not right away, but when I get one, I want it to be all mine. The Vulcan was... well, it was something he was part of. I've been riding a friend's bike up here and... well, I found out it wasn't just about that bike. It was about being on a bike, that's all." 

    Chuckling, I thought, 'Yeah, I always kinda figured that,' and finished making a fresh coffee as the rest of her message played. Upshot: she didn't know exactly when she'd be ready to leave Michigan and she hoped that her not needing the Vulcan back didn't inconvenience me in any way. 

    There were two more hangups after her messages. As the machine reset itself, I started breakfast, putting an extra half-strip of bacon on the platter for Tiger. 

    Once breakfast was out of the way, I keyed up a field screen and called Alissa back. A woman answered the phone rather briskly with, "Hello. May I ask why your number doesn't show on my caller ID?" 

    "Maybe 'cuz I'm not using a regular phone. This is Ed down in Florida. I'm looking for Alissa." 

    "Oh! Yes, she's mentioned you often! How are you?" 

    "Doing fine, ma'am. You have a real nice voice, y'know. Are you maybe a sister she never told me about?" 

    Snorting a laugh, she replied, "Ha! No, I'm afraid not. I'm her mother. Sandra." 

    "Oooo. Sandra. I like that name. It's too bad you're married, ma'am; I'd prob'ly drop by Michigan to see the woman attached to that voice. Is Alissa anywhere nearby?" 

    "Yes, she is. Hold on a moment." 

    A minute or so went by before Alissa answered with, "Hi, Ed. My mother says you're full of it, but she's still grinning from whatever you said." 

    "As she should be. Got your messages, ma'am. No problem about the Vulcan. There's a new Kawasaki dealer in Brooksville. I'll let them sell it for me." 

    "Oh, that's such a relief," she gushed, "I know you only bought it to help me out." 

    "Think so, huh? What if I told you I bought a 2003 Vulcan 750 while I was in Texas?" 

    She replied in a firm tone, "That doesn't matter. When you bought mine, you didn't have a bike and you didn't seem to be suffering from the lack of one." 

    I sighed, "Yeah, true enough, ma'am. Okay, you got me. I confess; I was just trying to help you out." 

    "Well," she said, "I'm just glad you aren't stuck with it." 

    "Wouldn't happen. This is sun 'n fun country. It'll be gone in a week or two. Let me know when you're ready to come back and we'll haul your stuff in the flitter. All you'll have to do is drive your fancy new car down." Sounding puzzled, she said, "I thought I mentioned that. It isn't new, it's two years old. My dad..." 

    "Yeah, you mentioned it," I interrupted, "Okay then, your fancy new old car. You aren't gonna blow your ten grand profit on a new bike, are you?" 

    "NO! I'll need that money to get started again!" In the same firm tone as before, she declared, "You're going to get some of it as rent, Ed. I insist." 

    "Hm. Too bad. I'd prefer to get the house cleaned." 

    "That'll happen, too." 

    "Don't get carried away, ma'am. You haven't seen the whole job yet. Trust me, it's worth a few months all by itself. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I'm back and ask you to give me at least a few days notice about moving you back here." 

    Alissa promised to do that and asked about my Texas trip just as I felt Sue's presence in the kitchen behind me. 

    Tiger hopped onto one of the chairs and started to yell, "Hello, Sue!" as he usually did. I held up a finger to stop him and turned it into a 'sshhh' 

gesture. 

    Waving over my shoulder to Sue, I said, "It was one of those 'went there, did stuff' things, milady. After a long bus ride, I got another bike and my cousin got moved." 

    Sue came around the table, whispered, "Hello, Tiger!" and sat down. She petted him as I studied her face and shoulders and Alissa and I talked another few minutes about things in general, then we hung up. 

    "Hi, there," I said to Sue, "You're as gorgeous as ever." Nodding, she replied, "Thank you." 

    When she said no more, I considered asking her what had brought her to my kitchen, then decided to let her get around to whatever was on her mind in her own time. 

    Her smile and a soft snicker surprised me as she asked, "It was 'just one of those went there, did stuff things'?" 

    "Was it what I said or how I said it?" 

    "Both. Linda met with NIA, NSA, and FBI liaisons this morning to discuss yesterday's events. Would you care to review their meeting?" 

    "Oh, not really, I guess." 

    "Your name was mentioned." 

    Sipping coffee, I replied, "Expected it might be." 

    "The NIA contingent questioned whether you acted incorrectly in bringing Linda into the matter knowing she had orders to remain..." 

    "Screw 'em," I interrupted, "They're just looking for a potential scapegoat in case any flak starts falling." 

    Pursing her lips as Selena so often had, Sue continued, "Actually, a number of people would like to discuss your role in the matter, Ed." 

    "I'm offline. They can do their discussing with Linda." 

    "Then I suppose I should tell you that two NIA agents from Sarasota will arrive in about forty-five minutes." 

    Standing up, I replied, "Thanks, milady. I'll saddle up and think of somewhere else to be." 

    "One of them is Gina." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Gina, huh? But it isn't likely to be a social call if there are two of them." After a sip of coffee, I said, "Ah, what the hell, I'll stick around. Guess I'd better get scrubbed and like that, though. Wanna help?" 

    Giving me a fisheye look she'd also borrowed from Selena, Sue answered, 

"Not a good idea. We'd still be in the shower when they arrive." 

    "They could wait on the porch." 

    Grinning, Sue shook her head and disappeared. Through my implant, she said, "No, they couldn't. Later, Ed." 

    "Spoilsport. Later, Sue. Thanks." 

    "For what?" 

    "For the warning. For having crafted such a gorgeous persona. For being part of my world. Take your pick." 

    "Ah. You're welcome." 

    I spiffed up a bit and took my coffee outside, where I rolled the bike out of the garage. The Vulcan wasn't new, but it sure looked it. Parker had taken very good care of it. 

    Tiger hopped onto the seat and asked, "Will you go?" 

    "Nope. I just want to clean the bugs off it." After checking the oil and water, I took my sunglasses off the bungees and put them on, hung my coffee mug on my left front pocket, and started cleaning the bike. 

    The shelf by the door held spray cleaner and a rag, but no scrubbie pad for bugs. I went back into the house and found one under the sink, grabbed some paper towels, and returned to the bike just as a car parked on my swale. 

    "Tiger," I said, "If you want to really surprise them, let me introduce you." 

    He looked away from the car to say, "Okay." Gina --dressed in 'officewear' slacks and a blouse --came up my driveway with a woman about ten years older than her who had a somewhat cool demeanor. Looking at Gina, I asked, "Do you want a handshake or a hug, milady?" Glancing to see how the other woman took my question, she managed, "Uh... A handshake. For now, anyway. This is my supervisor, Agent Rhoda Grant." Making a show of wiping my hand on my jeans, I held it out in greeting and the woman seemed reluctant to take it. 

    "Oh, go ahead," I said, "I haven't started debugging the bike yet, so it's still more or less clean. I'm Ed." 

    Noting the rear end of the bike as she rather limply and briefly took my hand, she asked, "This is the motorcycle you bought in Texas?" 

    "Yup. If either of you needs a bike, there's a black one just like it on the back porch. It's a '92 and I'll take $2100 for it." 

    "Uhm... No, I think not, thanks anyway. Some questions have arisen concerning your recent activities with Agent Torres. Could we go inside, sir?" 

    "Not 'sir'. Ed. And she's Gina and you're Rhoda." Stiffening a bit, she said, "I'd really prefer Agent Grant." Nodding, I picked up the spray cleaner and went to the front of the bike, where I said, "Well, then, thanks for dropping by. See ya." As I spritzed the windshield and headlight and started scrubbing, Grant gave Gina one of those 'is he serious?' looks, then turned back to me, straightened slightly, and stated, "Sir, this is official business." 

    "Then go through my boss, Linda Baines. She doesn't mind useless formalities as much as I do." 

    Gina said, "Ed, she only has a few questions." 

    "The fussy types never have 'only a few' questions, Gina." After debugging the windshield and headlight, I started on the forks and signal lights. Gina looked at Grant, but Grant didn't move or speak and never took her eyes off me. She seemed to be waiting for me to give in. Checking my work, I found a few more bugs in odd places and checked my results again. Good 'nuff. Now to hit the bike and windshield with some Lemon Pledge. I checked the shelf and found it, but when I shook the can, I didn't hear or feel much stuff in it. 

    "Ladies," I said, reaching to pet Tiger, "The fuzzy person sitting on my bike is Tiger." 

    Tiger looked away from the ladies and asked, "Now?" I nodded. "Yup. Now's good." 

    Standing tall, Tiger happily yowled, "Hello! I am Tiger!" The ladies simply stared at him, then Grant studied the seat around Tiger as if looking for hidden wires. 

    Indicating Gina, I said, "Tiger, this is Gina. She was on the bus with me. The other woman is Rhoda." 

    "Okay." Turning back to the ladies, he bellowed, "Hello, Gina! Hello, Rhoda!" 

    Grant looked rather irritated. She snapped, "Sir, I don't have time for this sort of silliness." 

    "Then leave. Tiger greeted you and we expect you to show as much civility." 

    "You can't seriously expect me to believe your cat talks." I laughed, "Lady, I don't give a rat's ass what you believe, but he does. Be nice to my cat or split." 

    Gina asked softly, "This isn't a joke?" 

    "Nope. His collar translates for him. It's a kitty-PFM." Her face lit up with understanding and she grinned as she stepped to the bike and asked Tiger, "May I pet you?" 

    Tottering on the edge of the bike's seat, he leaned toward her and enthusiastically yelled, "Yes, please!" 

    Giggling, Gina stroked him as I turned to Grant and said firmly, "If you're gonna stick around, say hello to Tiger." 

    Drawing herself tightly upright, she glared narrowly at me as she asked, 

"You're serious?" 

    "Do you really have any doubt? If you can't be friendly you can hit the road." 

    Gina looked up at her with a somewhat pained look and said, "Ms. Grant, his collar is a PFM! This is real!" 

    After another moment, Grant rather resignedly sighed, "Oh, hell... All right. Hello, Tiger." 

    Tiger yowled back an enthusiastic, "Hello!" 

    "Hey, Rhoda," I said, pulling a couple of lawn chairs from the garage and setting them up near the bike, "You wanna see another neat trick?" Grant answered rather warily, "That would depend." I rolled the garage door down as I chuckled, "Well, no, actually it wouldn't. Board on," then hopped onto my board and said, "Tiger, I'll be back in a few." 

    He happily yelled, "Okay!" 

    Nosing the board upward to a hundred feet, I headed for the grocery store at the corner of Northcliffe and Mariner. Just before I got there, I said, 

"Three suit on," and landed between two huge SUV's, where I turned off my refractive field and board and walked into the store. 

    Once I had a can of Pledge, I walked back out to the SUV's and called up my board and three suit for the return trip. When I landed on the sidewalk in front of my house, I left my three suit on, turned the board off, held the can of wax between my arm and my chest so the refractive field would cover it, and walked quietly up my driveway. 

    Grant was on a cell phone, intently discussing something with someone. Gina was sitting in the shade just inside the garage doorway with Tiger in her lap. Tiger's ears flicked in my direction, but he knew better than to greet me when I was wearing my refractive field. 

    Looking frustrated, Grant snapped at whomever, "I'm telling you, dammit, he just jumped on that... that thing and took off! No, I don't know where he went or how long he'll be gone." 

    Glancing at Gina --who was too busy with Tiger to notice --Grant listened for a moment, then said, "Understood," and started marching down the driveway. I followed her. 

    At the car, she said quietly, "No problem... Okay... About half an hour, I'd say. Right. Bye." 

    She put her phone in her jacket pocket and opened the car, took three dime-sized discs from a briefcase on the back seat, closed the car door, and turned to walk back up the drive. 

    "Gina," she snapped, "Stop playing with that damned cat and let's go inside." 

    "Inside? Uh, Agent Grant, I really don't think that's such a good idea." Tiger recognizes a few swear words and he'd definitely understood Grant's tone. He stood up in Gina's lap and his tail turned into a bottlebrush as Grant approached. 

    His collar translated his loud yowl at Grant into, "You will not enter my house!" 

    After a moment's bug-eyed hesitation a few paces from Gina, Grant straightened and said, "Okay, so maybe you can talk. Doesn't matter. Stay the hell out of my way." 

    Tiger hopped down to stand in front of the garage door and reiterated, 

"You will not enter my house!" 

    I quietly moved to stand by my car as she said, "Get the hell out of my way and you won't get hurt, cat." 

    Turning off my three suit, I slapped the hood of my car to get her attention and said, "You don't want to do that." Gina's head whipped around to face me and Grant froze, then her right hand jerked upward, but she stilled the motion. 

    Straightening, she appeared to force herself to relax and said, "You should know better than to sneak up on agents of the US government. We carry guns." 

    Turning to face me, she asked in an even tone, "Where the hell did you come from? You weren't here a minute ago." 

    "Well, maybe that should inspire some caution about trying to break into my house, don't you think? Even if you could plant those bugs, they'd die immediately. Bugs don't work in my house." 

    "What the hell are you talking about?" 

    Pointing at her left hand, I said, "The three gadgets in your left hand," and walked past her to the bike. 

    Tiger jumped back into Gina's lap and began grooming his fur back down. Gina's gaze fell on the plastic bag in my hand and she said, "I see you got some wax." 

    "Yup." 

    Looking past me at Grant, Gina's gaze narrowed. 

    Taking the can out of the bag and trashing the bag, I said, "Stay put with Tiger, Gina. I'll have a word with Grant." 

    Turning to face Grant, I asked, "Have you ever been aboard a flitter?" 

    "Uh... no. I've never..." 

    Keying my implant, I said, "Flitter, please descend to fifty feet and let me know when you're there." 

    Grant's expression turned wary as well as quizzical. "Who are you talking to?" 

    The flitter said, "I'm in position, Ed." 

    "Thank you. Now lift the woman in front of me to your deck, please." When she felt the flitter's field surround her, Grant's eyes got big and her mouth fell open. She shrieked and began to struggle as her feet left the ground. The black discs fell from her hand. 

    Gina hissed, "Oh, my God! Ed..!" 

    "Just stay put," I said, "I'll be right back." 
Chapter Thirty-three

    Picking up the black discs, I keyed my implant, formed a field platform under my feet, and shot upward to the flitter, where I stepped aboard. Grant was standing very still where the flitter had placed her in the middle of the deck. 

    I walked over to her as I said, "Don't talk. Don't ask questions. Just listen. Think you can you do that?" 

    She looked rather shaken as she responded, "Ahhh... I... How..?" Shaking my head, I said, "No talk. Just listen. Say yes." 

    "Ahh... Yes." 

    Sitting in the pilot's seat, I indicated the one next to mine and said, 

"Good. Now have a seat. I'm going to show you what happens to bugs in my house." 

    As Grant warily stepped over to the seat and lowered herself into it, I tossed one of the black discs on the deck and sent a thousand-degree field tendril at it. The disc hissed, then it popped and split open. Its plastic case burned and a thin wisp of smoke rose from the charred guts of the device. Tossing the other two discs into her lap, I said, "You know about Gina's PFM and her stun wand. You've met my magic talking cat. You've seen my flying board and now you're sitting on my flitter. Compared to what 3rd World has, the NIA is still in the stone age." 

    Gesturing at the discs, I said, "You might as well be using drums and smoke signals, and unless you pry open Larcon's mind about field devices --or replace him --that's not going to change any time soon." Sitting back in my seat, I said, "If there was really any good reason to bug my house, every other intel agency would long ago have taken a whack at it. What could it be that they know that you don't?" Sipping my coffee, I waited for her response. For several long moments, Grant simply stared at me, then she seemed to slump slightly in her seat and stared at the black discs in her lap for another few moments. I retrieved the fried disc from the deck and handed it to her. She examined it briefly, then added it to the others and dropped them all into her jacket pocket. 

    "Anyway," I said, "After you threatened my cat, it no longer mattered whether you're 'Agent Grant' or 'Rhoda', because you're leaving as soon as you're on the ground again. You can bug anybody else right up to the Prez if he'll put up with it, but you'll find that 3rd World's people are off-limits unless you go through 3rd World's security channels to set things up." Her gaze narrowed. "Uh, huh. I've heard you people think you're above the law." 

    I laughed, "Then you heard wrong or you were listening to Larcon, which amounts to the same thing. If I thought I could get away with it, there'd be a helluva lot fewer assholes in the world. I'd have gone hunting a long time ago." 

    "Uh... Hunting? You're talking about assassinations?" 

    "Yup. Ubetcha. From drug pushers on street corners to the guys who order stupid young people to blow themselves up in restaurants and buses. I'd make a hobby of it." 

    "I see. And how would you find those terrorists?" 

    "I'd have the flitter send probes to watch for people carrying explosives in public places, then I'd take a few of 'em aside for some extensive interrogation." 

    Grant's gaze narrowed. "You mean torture, don't you?" 

    "Not if he talks without it." 

    "There are laws about..." 

    "Exactly," I cut in, "That's why I haven't gone hunting. It's also why there are so damned many terrorists running loose." Sitting back, Grant asked, "So we're supposed to just trust that you won't change your mind about obeying the laws?" 

    "Nah. People like you don't trust anybody anyway, but that's beside the point. My boss, Linda, would have my ass if I went off on my own like that. Certain friends of mine would turn their backs on me. I'd much rather let you and the world deal with your problems your way." 

    "You don't consider them your problems, too?" 

    "Until I'm allowed or ordered to do something about them, no. Until they affect me so directly that they force me to risk what I'd rather not lose, no. Sue?" 

    Grant echoed, "Sue? What..?" 

    Sue appeared by the console and Grant shrieked as she unassed her seat and scampered back three paces or so. As Grant stared and tried to control her breathing, I spoke. 

    "This is Sue," I said, "She's one of those friends I mentioned. Sue, if I just up and went bad-guy hunting and killed them wherever I found them, what would you do?" 

    Sue replied coolly, "I'd record your illegal actions and deliver you to the authorities." 

    Shrugging, I sighed at Grant, "See? We all have reasons for behaving ourselves, Rhoda. She's one of mine." 

    Staring at Sue, Grant choked out, "But... but... How did you..?" She gestured widely and seemed to struggle for the words, "You just appeared! Out of nowhere!" 

    I asked Sue, "Would you talk with her a while, ma'am? What she reports from this meeting might create a good sales opportunity, and I'd much prefer to see people like her armed with stunners instead of guns." Nodding, Sue replied, "Sure, Ed." 

    "Thanks. Later, Grant." 

    I keyed up my board to flit back down to Gina, who looked up as I landed and asked, "Where's Agent Grant?" 

    Picking up the can of Pledge and some paper towels, I said, "I introduced her to Sue. She'll be down in a bit." 

    "Uh... What did you do to her?" 

    Spraying the bike's tank, I replied, "Just talked a bit. Have you contacted Myra yet?" 

    "Yes, this morning. She wants a Wednesday meeting." 

    "Got any plans for this evening?" 

    "Larcon wants me on hand for a team debriefing. It'll start around five." 

    "Huh. That'll be a fat waste of a Saturday night. Bet you already know how it'll go." 

    "Uh... well, no, not really." 

    "Think about it. We're talking about Larcon, the wannabe football coach. First you'll all get the 'we done great!' part, with high fives all around, then'll come the 'but we coulda done better' part and a lot of aftermath second-guessing about every little move made by anyone. You'll probably catch a lot of the 'what you coulda done better' stuff, at least at first. Pay attention, but make corrections as required. Don't let Larcon steamroll you or ignore any important little details in the process of making an example of you." 

    "An example of me?" 

    "Oh, yeah. After initial praises, you'll get a lot of point-by-point crits that will be little more than Larcon's way of puffing up his point of view. Debriefings I've had to attend in the past are why I don't attend debriefings anymore." 

    Ruffling Tiger's chin, Gina said in an envious tone, "Must be nice. How do you get away with that?" 

    "Everything I do or say is recorded by the flitter. Linda gets copies. If anyone has questions or gives me any crap after a mission, I just tell 'em to check the recordings." 

    Looking up sharply, Gina asked, "Everything?" 

    "Well, not certain private moments, of course, but just about everything else. Tell me something, Gina... do you really want to work for people like Grant?" 

    She glanced upward as if looking for the flitter and shook her head. "No," she said, "I don't think so. I think she could have hurt Tiger if he'd tried to stop her." 

    "I think so too, and he definitely would have tried to stop her, because this is our home. People like Grant don't care about petty little details like that. To me, most of the 'Homeland Security' spinoff agencies represent the beginnings of a new McCarthyism." 

    "A new what?" 

    "Back in the fifties, Senator Joe McCarthy went Communist-hunting. He and his people diligently ignored the Constitution and pretended to find Communists behind every bush. It was all about making McCarthy more powerful. They put together dossiers on thousands of people and they could have just about anyone investigated by the FBI or blacklisted from jobs for reasons real or imaginary. After a few years, everybody was scared shitless of them, but McCarthy finally went too far and got bounced. He left office looking like a paranoid buffoon, but only after causing years of misery for thousands of people during his reign as the Czar of Commie-hunting." Running a fresh paper towel over the bike's tank, I said, "Public fear. The politicians need it to generate money and votes and to get the public to support --or at least not bitch too much about --actions and agendas that would seem ridiculous or totalitarian in saner times." Giving the bike's tank a last wipe, I added, "Terrorists have replaced the old 'Red Menace'. Russia collapsed. China's trying to become a world economic power and that's making it more capitalistic every day. Same for Vietnam and most of the other Commie satellite nations --except North Korea, which would likely be stomped flat pretty quickly if it starts popping nukes near China. Most everybody wants a better economy and all the fancy toys, even if some profess not to want the western cultures that go with them. In the midst of all this, terrorists have become a worldwide problem, so anti-terrorism could potentially become the best unifying factor the world has ever seen." Through my implant, Sue said, "We're finished." She didn't sound happy. I keyed up a field screen link to the flitter's console and made it beep to get Gina's attention. 

    Sue answered with, "Yes, Ed?" 

    "How's it going, milady?" 

    "She's unreceptive. I believe it might be more useful to speak directly with her superiors." 

    "Okay. I'll call Larcon for you anytime you want to give it a shot. If you're through with Grant, just put her by her car so she can hit the road as quickly as possible." 

    "Will do." 
Chapter Thirty-four

    Sue broke the link and Grant appeared almost immediately above the oak tree in my yard, flailingly floating downward toward her car. She landed gently by the driver's door and braced herself on the car as she regained control of her shaky knees. 

    "Gina," I said, "I'll give you a ride wherever if you'd rather not leave with Grant." 

    She nodded. "Okay." 

    Keying my implant, I told the flitter to use a translucent grey field to block the driveway and yard. Grant took a few moments to compose herself, then marched around the swale toward the driveway. 

    When she reached the field, she hesitantly touched it, then rapped on it with her knuckles. 

    "Torres!" she shouted, "You hear me?" Without getting out of her lawn chair, Gina answered, "We hear you just fine, Agent Grant." 

    With a large measure of irritation, Grant said, "It's time to go. Come on." 

    "I think I'd rather stick around here for a while." Pitching her voice a bit higher in anger, Grant yelled, "Put that goddamned cat down and get in this car, Torres!" 

    Shaking her head, Gina replied, "I can get to the debriefing on my own." After a moment of apparent disbelief, Grant yelled, "If you don't get down here right now, you won't need to show up at all, Torres! You won't have a damned job!" 

    Gina took a tense breath, then replied, "I think I can live with that." Pivoting on her heel, Grant marched to her car and got in, started it, and gunned it out of the swale and through a U-turn in the Chase Street intersection. She didn't look at us as she sped past my driveway. Pointing at the swale, Gina said, "She tore up your lawn." Shrugging, I said, "The county's lawn. I only pay taxes as far as this side of the sidewalk. I'll patch it later with a few plugs from the corner." Stroking Tiger, Gina stared at the torn-up grass for a time, then asked, 

"Ed... Did I do the right thing?" 

    "You followed your gut. That's usually the right thing. In her own way, Grant's as big an asshole as Larcon." 

    Looking up at me, she studied my face for a moment, then asked, "You aren't just saying that to make me feel better?" 

    "Nope. They really are assholes." 

    Snorting a laugh, Gina said, "You know what I meant." 

    "Were you happy there?" 

    "No, not really." 

    "Think you'll be happier in the NSA?" 

    She chuckled, "I guess I'll have to find out, now." 

    "It's a slightly better group. They have their assholes too, but so does any big outfit." 

    After pushing the bike into the garage, I folded the empty lawn chair and gestured for Gina to get up, then folded hers and put them away. I closed the garage door, then we headed for the front door and I held it open for her. The phone rang as I opened the fridge. It rang again as I retrieved a couple of cans of tea and again as we sat down at the kitchen table and I handed Gina one of the teas. 

    She asked, "Aren't you going to answer it?" I watched Tiger head straight for his food dish and wondered why he wasn't fat as I said, "Don't know yet." 

    My machine clicked on and said, 'Hi, there. If you're someone I'd call back, leave a message,' then it beeped and the caller hung up. 

    "Oh, well," I said, taking a sip of tea. 

    "Who do you think it was?" 

    "Doesn't matter who it was. Anyone with anything important to say would have left a message." 

    Gina regarded me silently over a sip of her own tea, then said, "I think I'd really rather join 3rd World." 

    Shrugging, I said, "The NSA made a job offer. 3rd World didn't. But feel free to put in an application." 

    She studied her tea can for a moment, then looked up at me and asked, "Do you... Uh, do you think you could help me a little? Maybe talk to... uh, someone... for me?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "What would I say, Gina? 'Gee, Miz Linda, I know she's only half-trained and hasn't had much experience, but she's really cute and I like her a lot and you just gotta give her a job at 3rd World!'" Her gaze narrowed to a glare for a moment, then she grinned wryly and nodded. "Yeah, I hear you." Sipping her tea, she sat back in her chair and sighed, "It was worth a try. Tell me something; now that things seem to be all wrapped up, when will James be able to return to his farm?" 

    "I dunno. Probably fairly soon. A week or two." 

    "That's what you call 'soon'?" 

    "In government circles it is. Two weeks gives everybody time to find other immediate interests. What do you want to do about lunch?" The change of topic seemed to take her off guard. 

    "Uhm... I don't know. Find something to eat, I guess." 

    "Oh, good plan, lady. What and where?" 

    With a small wry grin, she replied, "Hell, I don't know. You know the area. You pick." 

    "Bad call. I don't like to think about food too much, so my default meal is something like a Checkers burger." 

    Gina shrugged. "That's fine. I'm not very hungry." 

    "Tension'll do that." Thumbing at the sky, I said, "Let's get some fast food and take it upstairs. I'll call the flitter. Tiger, would you like to come with us?" 

    He stood up in Gina's lap and enthusiastically replied, "Yes!" When the flitter arrived, we boarded and headed for the Checkers restaurant on Mariner Boulevard. The flitter let us off right in front of the order window, where the clerk was in the process of taking some guy's order. The clerk's eyes got rather huge as Gina and I stepped out of the flitter's field and seemingly appeared from nowhere ten feet from her window. It always amuses me to watch people try to convince themselves that they hadn't really seen what they'd seen. 

    A few minutes later, we had food and drinks and --instead of heading for one of the outside tables --stepped back through the flitter's field. The clerk stared hard for a moment, then slammed her window shut and backed away from it. Another woman inside the building came to take her arm and apparently asked her what was wrong. The clerk pointed out the window at us, her lips moving as she said something that made the other woman stare in our direction. 

    As the flitter ascended, Gina snickered, "That poor girl," and rooted through the bags of food, setting things on the other seats. Sipping my drink, I unwrapped a burger and asked, "So, milady, are you going to stay the weekend? If you say yes, we'll go somewhere a bit fancier for dinner." 

    Giving me a speculative gaze as I tore off some burger bits for Tiger, she asked, "Fancier, huh? What did you have in mind?" I shrugged. "Letting you decide. Wherever you'd like within a thousand miles or so. I know a good place in Dallas, if you like thick steaks." She'd frozen to stare at me, then seemed to chide herself briefly and nodded as she took a bite of her burger. 

    "I'll give it some thought." 

    "Good 'nuff, then," I said, "No sushi or Mexican food." Snorting a chuckle, she nodded again. "Okay. I'll need a few things, so after lunch we can drop by my apartment." 
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"In Service to a Goddess, Book 4" 

"STARDANCER" 

*

FICTION-EROTICA-ROMANCE

"Anne" 

"Dragonfly Run" 

"Field Decision" 

"Kim" 

"Mindy" 

*

COMING SOON:

"ANSEN" 

"Crystal River Witch" 

*

An index to articles and ebooks

may be found on our website:

http://www.AbintraPress.com

Abintra Press! 

Other articles of interest may be found at:

http://www.wiccaworks.com/
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