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 Chapter 1 
       The cab was in a queue of much nicer cars. There was a green canvas canopy ahead, from the door of his destination clear to the curb, clear plastic curtains dropped against the wind. It was very much needed today, with a cold rain punctuated by occasional gusts. A uniformed doorman with a huge umbrella shielded guests, as they stepped across to shelter. As David watched, his brother Mark stepped out of the limo ahead of them, stone faced, looking straight ahead. 
 The cabby was angry, scowling at him in the mirror. He'd pretended to not understand English very well when he'd picked David up at the airport. Then he'd taken off on a circuitous route, designed to inflate the fare. David checked the man's license to confirm his name fit his appearance and then corrected him in harsh terms in Arabic, producing a shocked expression and grudging compliance. Then he'd wanted to drop David off at the curb well away from the door. He would have been soaked through before getting to cover. 
 Not that David wasn't eager to leave his cab. The well entrenched stink of garlic and sweat seeped around the thick bullet-proof partition and infused the whole shabby cab. The insult was compounded when they pulled up and the uniformed doorman tried to open the door. It was locked as if David was some deadbeat who might jump out and skip on paying the fare. It remained locked until David swiped a card past the pay-point bolted on the scratched-up partition. 
 He stepped out of the cab but declined to do more than leave the man with just his fare. The cabbie glared at him but voiced no insult. He had no idea how lucky he was today. David had other immediate concerns, starting with his half brother, who had just exited the limo in front of him in line. 
 Mark was already at the front door of the office building as David exited the cab. David hadn't seen him in years yet the sight of him stirred a stale animus. The man radiated arrogance in his every step and gesture. It was a quality common to the entire family. He watched another liveried worker ease the massive brass and glass door shut behind his brother, keeping his hand on the door as David approached. 
 His half brother was black as a chunk of coal and proud of it. The whole family was fiercely proud of the fact they were not the descendants of slaves, having come to America as immigrants. Around the turn of the previous century, when legal entry for their race was near impossible, they'd been granted entry as household servants of a French diplomatic family and stayed to the astonishment of their employers. It was a very unusual history but not one he could personally see as relevant today. It seemed to David to be the sort of thing in which one had no say, happening before they were born, so why was it such a point of personal pride? Yet the family all retained the French language as a link to that past and made a point of teaching it to the children. 
 He was probably the only one of the family called to town today not met at the airport by a driver and treated with dignity. No private limo had been available at the airport so his only choice had been a grimy hack from the for hire line that smelled like a Basra slum. As it was, he still wouldn't have been on time if he hadn't been able to intimidate the driver. 
 The doorman greeted him with a friendly "Good afternoon, sir," but the man didn't know his name. He nodded pleasantly, the cabbie dismissed from his thoughts in just a few steps. He'd been in the building once when he was seventeen and never since. That made it eight years ago since he'd been here and the place looked exactly the same. Pale Italian marble walls and intricate terrazzo flooring didn't lend themselves to remodeling every few years like a modern office building with steel stud walls and carpeted floors. It contained the offices of his father's attorneys. They fancied themselves the family's attorneys but David retained another firm who he was certain would not mistake his father's or the family's interests as his. 
 He was here to hear his father's will read. Crenshaw, of Henry, McPherson, and Crenshaw, called him in Atlanta just yesterday and told him he was a beneficiary. That's all he would tell him, suggesting strongly he be there. If he'd interrupted his schedule to receive the equivalent of a posthumous raspberry from his father he was going to be seriously irritated, to the point he'd find some way to make a certain attorney intensely unhappy. It was possible he had been left a final scolding and the nominal dollar that made it more difficult to contest a will's provisions. 
 When his mother died six years ago he'd ignored the hostility from the family to attend her funeral. When his father passed recently he'd been in Germany and the family managed a memorial service so quickly he hadn't been able to get back. He was pretty sure that's exactly what they intended. With the reading of the will he doubted they could exclude him without dangerous legal consequences. They had still failed to notify him by letter, rushing him with a phone call just a day ago. He had to wonder if he'd been overseas again if he'd have been notified at all. 
 The high ceilings and marble walls made the sound of his hard dress shoes on terrazzo echo in the corridor. The elevators were old fashioned with a brass arrow sweeping along an arch above each door to indicate the floor it had reached. He'd hung back to let Mark get ahead of him and take a car up. Neither would fancy sharing an elevator with the other. He punched the call button and took his coat off, giving it a little shake to rid it of the water beaded on it. 
 The law firm entry was slightly more modern than the building. There was a single glass door with a glass panel on each side. One pane bore the name of the partners in gold letters. The secretary inside looked up at him expectantly as he entered.               
 "I'm here for the Carpenter reading," he told her. 
 "Thank you," she said grabbing a clipboard. "You are?" 
 "David Carpenter," he supplied. "The son," he said, to see if she'd react to the singular. 
 "Excellent," she said, checking off a line on the document. 
 She pouted a bit at the list. David wondered if the family relationships were noted and what it listed beside his and Mark's names. 
 "Everyone is here now." She didn't seem inclined to take his coat or direct him where to go. 
 David thought of his own offices and wondered if their own receptionists were ever as clueless. He'd have to have a friend test them. It wasn't just a matter of first impressions for a visitor; it was certainly a security issue too. 
 "So... if you could find somebody to take my coat, I can wander around until I find the family," he suggested. If that didn't give her a hint he'd have to be blunt. 
 "Oh, let me take that. There's a rack in the conference room. Just follow me," she said coming around the desk." As far as he could tell, she just left the front door unmanned and unlocked while she took him out of sight. There was no thought given to security here at all. It seemed like it should be a concern for a legal firm, but if it wasn’t it certainly was for his own firm. 
 The conference room had the normal long table but it also had a nice lounge, with upholstered furniture and a table with a coffee maker and fixings. The family had all the soft furniture occupied and a couple of the cousins’ children were sitting half way down the conference table playing some hand held computer games. 
 The noise level in the room had gone down a notch when he entered and the receptionist removed herself without a word after hanging his coat. David grabbed a high backed executive chair from the conference table and wheeled it over by the windows. David looked around at his relatives but didn't greet or acknowledge any except Mark who nodded and he nodded back, a neutral sort of gesture. Everyone else avoided his eyes. Mark was looking older. He'd be thirty-five now, a full decade separating them. There were also a few uncomfortable strangers being ignored just as thoroughly as he was. 
 David went over and helped himself to the coffee. He poured a bit in a cup and sniffed it. It smelled good enough to take a taste. Not bad he decided, surprised. He poured and then added cream, playing an old game his father had hated. He tried to get the coffee the same color as the back of his hand. It came close but no match. The few times he succeeded seemed to require canned evaporated milk and that was rarely offered except in remote areas without refrigeration and in private homes. 
 The rest of his family couldn't play the game. They all matched a strong espresso straight up as had his father. That was one thing they had against him but there was more than that. They resented his independent success and the fact he didn't knuckle under to his father as almost every one of them had at one time or another. His father made fortunes in food service, real estate, and property management. David had no interest in those things and had dropped out of college early, forming a company around several patents he owned. Space based com and aerospace electronics were what he designed and sometimes actually built. His hardware was prevalent throughout low earth orbit and on the moon. Someday he hoped to get out there himself. 
 He sat in the chair sideways to the windows watching the rain hammer down and sipped his coffee. Some of his family were fidgety at waiting, but patience was something he'd taught himself. In his mind a little patience had more dignity that quickly taking offense and loudly demanding service. 
 Crenshaw came in with several folders. He looked at the children playing at the table and everyone comfortably ensconced in the lounge, then decided to drag a chair over like David instead of trying uproot everyone and sit them around the table. That was wisdom because with his family choosing seats around the table would have become a dominance contest.  
 Crenshaw distributed copies of the will, sitting close enough the affected parties were a half circle before him so he could speak normally. By the time he was reseated some were on the second page. He was casual, crossing his leg over his knee to make a desk for the folders, without tugging his pant leg up. David thought how upset his tailor would be to see him stretching out the knees of his trousers. 
 "Thank you all for coming. I've been instructed to read Joshua Carpenter's will as he wrote it with no abbreviations. I will say, he made conditional bequests, which we encouraged him not to do. They complicate matters and sometimes result in the final disposition of the estate being delayed. Mr. Carpenter therefore said that I should remind you, and I quote. "If my family decides to contest the provisions of my will my instructions to the firm are to fight it vigorously in the courts sparing no hours or effort. If you are collectively so foolish as to see the money wasted on extravagant billings to lawyers rather than let someone else get a chunk of it, so be it." 
 Crenshaw looked over the tops of his half glasses at them. "I think you will find the body of his will has the same blunt economy of expression." 
 "I, Joshua Carpenter, being of sound body as I write this document and more importantly of sound and undiminished mind,” Here he attached certification from his physician and an attending psychologist as to his condition, Crenshaw noted, "do make this my true and final will." He droned on through more legal boiler plate. 
 "To the following blood relatives I leave the sum of one-hundred dollars instead of the traditional dollar to establish I did indeed remember them, but felt this was an adequate bequest. I do this instead of the traditional dollar, because if any of you attend the reading of my will I don't wish to insult you with a dollar for your morning. Most of you remembered in this manner have not spoken with me in years and a hundred dollars is adequate compensation for a morning lost.” 
 "There is a list of thirty-eight recipients of a hundred dollars, only two of whom have come in today. The rest will be sent a check by certified mail." 
 Well, at least I got a hundred, even if that wouldn't pay the air fare, David thought. 
 "To my cousin Queene's children I leave two-hundred-fifty-thousand dollars each, conditional on them attending a university starting sometime between the age of eighteen and twenty-one." Neither of those children playing at the table seemed aware or looked up. Nor had they been given hard copies, although their mother had. "Henry, McPherson, and Crenshaw shall disperse funds sufficient to cover their documented expenses while at university and a lump sum of any remainder upon graduation. While this is not sufficient funds for an Ivy League education it will serve if you choose wisely. 
 "To my secretary, Eva Johnson, I bequest five-hundred-thousand dollars." Eva laid her hand on her breast in shock and her husband took her other hand silently. "Thank you for your loyalty and the many times you put extra effort into your work. Now, I'd suggest you and your husband Bob can pay off your mortgage. I hope this helps make you a little more comfortable. To my miserable family, no I wasn't sleeping with her or I'd have left her several times as much. 
 "To John Harding, the bartender at Elaine's, I leave an identical gift of a half million dollars. John listened when I wanted and never shorted my drink or assumed he had a tip coming. Also he could mix the best vodka gimlet straight up I ever drank. I bet you didn't even know I knew your last name, did you John?" 
 A beefy fellow who had a five o'clock shadow and looked like a wise-guy, was sitting with his mouth hanging open in surprise. Some of the relatives glared at him. 
 "To my son by my first marriage Mark, I leave the sum of ten-million dollars." That caused a stir and a murmuring to pass around the room that Crenshaw ignored. "While this is not the bulk of my estate it should offer you security for the rest of your life if you do not slip into the error of thinking yourself independently wealthy. If you fall into the trap of spending wildly on homes, cars, and boats, it will be gone faster than you can imagine. Since experience tells me this is likely, you are not receiving the bulk of my estate. I judge you would take no interest in the companies whose stock will form the bulk of my estate, immediately cashing out your interest in these enterprises without regard to any disruption to the markets, companies or workers, dissipating and wasting the body of capital I’ve accumulated.  
 "To my son by my last marriage David, I leave the rest of my estate conditionally. He must travel to Africa to our homeland and take a walking pilgrimage with an elder versed in the traditions of our clans. That is, a Sahar not a traditional healer. I found doing so the firm basis of much of my business ability. I believe he has the temperament and genetic make-up to benefit from the experience.  
 “If he is unwilling to do so, I leave him the same ten million dollars as his half-brother. My counsel Henry, McPherson, and Crenshaw will then put the balance of my estate in a trust with professional management for the benefit of future generations of the Carpenter family, according to a formula I have detailed for them. This will have the additional benefit of encouraging you to produce such future generations instead of selfishly remaining childless." 
 The crowd was making quite a bit of noise, several people with their heads together whispering urgently. 
 Crenshaw looked at David seeming really interested for the first time. "These are the conditions of your undertaking the pilgrimage. If you decide to do so, you will receive an immediate payment of ten million dollars the same as your half-brother. You must leave and undertake your mission within thirty days. You must survive and report back to the firm within three years, as to whether you were successful in accomplishing your duty. You must decide today before you leave the building." 
 "He gets to decide himself if he was successful?" Mark asked, incredulous. 
 "Yes," Crenshaw confirmed, smiling. 
 "He can hole up in a hotel to drink and whore, and never see the back country." 
 "Indeed, he could were he disposed to do that. Mr. Carpenter must have made the judgment he was of a character not to do so. We were not instructed to hire investigators to check on him. Although we would appreciate being informed of your plans," he said aside to David. "I imagine some of you might think to hire investigators." Something about the way he said it made it an accusation. 
 "I also have my own company to look after and people depending on me. I'm not sure I want to do this," David protested. Most of the family were looking at him like he'd lost his mind. "I've not kept up with what my dad was doing. May I ask what the remainder of his estate amounts to over the minimum bequests?" 
 "After the twenty-one million-five-hundred-three thousand and eight-hundred dollars of bequests the total value of all stocks, properties, and insurance, will approximate one-hundred-seventy-three million. The total will vary with market conditions, and expenses. We have ongoing hours billed but that was the theoretical liquidation value yesterday, give or take a million." 
 The murmur from the relatives was loud and Crenshaw frowned disapprovingly. 
 "I had no idea," David told him. "I thought a few tens of millions at most." 
 "Three or four years ago, yes," Mr. Crenshaw confirmed, "however the market has been kind to his investments recently." 
 "In that case, I shall undertake to complete his quest," David told him. 



 Chapter 2 
 The VIP hospitality lounge at Atlanta's Hartsfield International was better than being on the concourse, only to the extent that being in purgatory was rumored to be better than abiding in hell. 
 The lounge was not so much a perk as an admission normal people could not suffer the indignities of air travel on a frequent basis and stay sane. The sound level was lower, the seats softer, and the available fluid had hints of actual coffee flavor instead of just a similar coloring. 
 His business associates were in an immediate tizzy when David announced he was leaving, trying to pin him down for remote conferences, fax and phone where they could reach him. He was frankly getting tired of their neediness. He didn't mind being their boss, but he was getting damn tired of being a babysitter. There was enough to do managing the flux of a high tech business without worrying about whether Glenda felt Marty didn't take her seriously enough or Paul was undermining Harold's authority with his subordinates. He'd simply insisted - I'll be gone... A few days or months without him might show them they could solve some of their own little squabbles. Paul was CFO, he left him in charge authorized to make any decisions that were necessary to conducting business. If they couldn’t function without him maybe it was time to reorganize. If that meant pushing a few out the door - or even him leaving them all behind - so be it. 
 It took three weeks to get his visas and by the time he could leave he was wishing he’d waited until the day before to tell his people. It would have been easier. His apartment was secure and the fridge empty and ready for a long absence. The alarm people were notified and his car left with a friend to keep it operational by using it occasionally. To leave it in airport storage indefinitely would be madness. 
 If he left that was the only way he could think of it - he'd be leaving them behind. They could sink or swim but he had no doubt he'd be going forward. That sort of drive was his nature. 
 When the boarding call came for first class David tossed the rest of his coffee in the trash and grabbed his single small carry-on. The exit for the lounge opened right on the jet way and he was visible for a handful of steps to the economy travelers waiting in the public concourse. He searched the crowd for familiar faces and noted a lot of them inspecting him. None registered recognition since he wasn't a movie star or a sports hero. Space electronics and military communications paid well but it didn't get you in the tabloids or attract groupies - unless you got really greedy and screwed up - David reflected, thinking of an ugly corporate scandal last year that brought several people unwanted recognition. 
 David set his belt snug enough to do its job and loose enough to allow it to stay fastened the whole flight. The coffee in the lounge guaranteed he'd get up at least once, but he always re-fastened the belt on returning to his seat, aware turbulence or an unexpected maneuver could toss him about. 
 The numbers said their company would benefit from a small private jet. If it were just used for business that would be true but he’d seen what happened when a company owned a plane. The thing was always tied up carrying the officers of the company and their families to vacation spots or shopping trips. His people would be just as bad as the rest of them. If he wanted a jet he was determined he'd have it available full time for himself and not do it by half measures, just so he didn't have to use his own money. If he did buy one he'd take the time and qualify to fly it too. 
 David leaned back and closed his eyes relaxing and feeling all the subtle changes as the jet came alive. There was a slight thump as the pilot disengaged the plane’s brakes and taxied on wheel motors. There were slight pitching motions as the aircraft waddled over the seams on the concrete and then a pause as it got in line to turn onto the runway. 
 After a few short rolls forward the flight crew announced they were next in line to depart and he heard the engines spool up. There was the slight rumble of a flight that passed over them landing, then he was pressed back in his seat hard as they accelerated. The crew seemed sharp, the landing gear thumping back up into the plane within a second of the wheel noise cutting off, as the tires lifted from the pavement. 
 Then, instead of the slight cutback in power he was used to they seemed to ease it on a bit harder, as they continued to climb out steeply. David wondered what instruction from the controllers or concern of the pilot caused that. Every time a few extra hundred gallons of fuel were used it cut into the always precarious finances of the airline. He opened his eyes and looked out the window where he could see the rear of the wing. The flaps were easing in but they still had the power set high, picking up speed without sacrificing the angle of climb. That didn't concern him, because they were nowhere near the pitch that would put them into a stall. 
 Out there beyond the wing he saw the answer to his question. There was a dark wall of dirty brown clouds and as he watched a fractal tree of lightening etched briefly on its face. The pilot was pouring it on climbing above incoming bad weather. He'd climbed out under full power in other places with far bigger worries, dropping flares behind them for any missiles climbing up their butt unseen. David trusted the man up front, having learned to do that or be constantly concerned with things that were out of his hands. 
 As Atlanta dropped away he looked out over the suburban houses. If these people knew the information accessible to him many of them would be upset. The latest generation of satellites could look down on a house and see the electrical activity inside. You could tell when somebody was home, what room they were in and if they ran a computer. The thermal image was detailed enough to tell if they kept a dog or a cat. He had no idea how yet, but he figured the day would come soon when they could capture the key strokes off the computer and eavesdrop on the land line, not from a van down the street but from orbit. The cell phones were certainly no challenge right now. 
 Combine that information with credit reports, phone logs, automobile tag scans, and public surveillance cameras and anyone's life was an open book. David's life was too, but the huge difference was he knew it and could take it into account. He didn't talk on a cell phone for anything critical and his ceiling at home and work was a shield for any emissions he knew how to detect, then a spoofed set of activities was substituted. A data hole attracted as much attention as unusual readings. His car got scanned like anyone's but the laser didn't see what the eye did. There had to be others who still had a measure of privacy, but not many. 
 This was after all what his company did. Unless somebody else was carefully hiding it, they were ahead of everybody else in that field. One of the reasons the company did so well, was they used the same sensors they sold the military for satellites, to gather industrial intelligence with their own drones. A security drone was easy to license and once it was up there it had a side looking capacity to cover most of a city. If it didn't cover the area they needed, a small satellite office across town might be leased to use for storage, providing a reason to broaden their coverage. 
 They might not have the data processing capacity of the military, but it was astonishing what you could learn from seeing such mundane external activities such as the arrival of supply trucks and who worked over late at night, even if you never collected a word of dialogue occurring inside the building. Sometimes the number of trucks leaving their docks each week was sufficient intelligence alone to buy a company's stock, or short it. His father wasn’t alone in doing well with the market. 
 Once they were above the weather they turned east and it wasn't long before the clouds were behind them and the ocean underneath. There was a rush to the toilet once the seatbelt light was off and he waited until the initial rush was over and used the facilities himself. David refused another round of coffee, or anything stronger, positioned his phone so it would rouse him if somebody tried to touch it, and tilted his seat back. It was a long flight and he was dressed for it, with loose clothing and soft shoes. Sleep came easily. 
 * * * 
 London was familiar to him, holding no particular fascination or surprises anymore, but comfortable, more so really than Atlanta. Nobody assumed him an American here, much less any sub-category of American. He knew where to stay, where to eat, and could live here and be happy if there was reason to do so. He had a day to kill before he flew to Paris and Istanbul. He didn't want to take British Airways direct. There was some tension right now between Britain and Djibouti. At the moment Americans were viewed more favorably and France was still held in fairly high regard. Nobody would hold a stamp on his passport against him. He'd only be in Istanbul a few hours, never leave the airport in fact. And by the time he reached Djibouti he'd be tired, jet lagged to some degree even with the pills and altering his sleep schedule. He'd hole up in the Menelik, a hotel one of his employees recommended as reasonable, clean and in a safe location close to much of the city's financial services. Crenshaw was notified he was finally on his way to fulfill his duty. Once there, he'd spend a day or three until he felt acclimated to the time. 



 Chapter 3 
 The airport at Djibouti was old, in the sad form that had once been modern, but with none of the grace that classic architecture displayed when it aged. It was 1970s old with bare aluminum and enameled panels that were probably impossible to replace if they were damaged. The floor was certainly not the first generation of tile by many years. The plane had stairs rolled to it rather than a sealed boarding tube. The sun was bright, the air warm, and very dry walking to customs. 
 He greeted the customs official in French, he wasn’t eager to be seen as American in culture even if that was the passport he carried. He’d found that got him off on the wrong foot too often. It wasn't any strain to be friendly. He was in a good mood today, if tired. The fellow looked surprised at his passport. 
 "You don't sound like an American," the fellow objected. 
 "My family has long roots both in France and here," David admitted. 
 "Ah, is it family then, that brings you here?" the fellow asked smoothly. 
 It was his job to inquire and David had nothing to hide. His real reason for being here was actually about the least objectionable politically, so he answered truthfully. 
 "Yes, my father died recently and he charged me with making a pilgrimage of my heritage and religion in his final words." 
 "I am sorry to hear of your loss," the fellow said, stamping his passport. "I hope your visit brings you comfort." He had a serious expression and seemed sincere. It was a bit touching actually. 
 "I have never been here, but I intend to see the things my father said shaped him." 
 "Do you require any assistance?" the man asked, practically. Undoubtedly he had a relative, or several, willing to be a guide and driver. 
 "I am staying at the Menelik. It has been a long journey and I need a couple days to let my body grow accustomed to a new clock and place. But if you know a trustworthy local person who can drive a motor car and knows the land, not only the city, but outside in the countryside a bit, have him call on me a couple mornings from now," David offered. 
 "That I do, I'll have a man of my family present himself to your hotel in two mornings. He'll say he has been sent by Juste." 
 "Thank you, I appreciate your care," David told him. He noticed the man didn't get so sentimental about his trip that he missed the fifty dollar bill in his passport. His small carryon bag was never opened. It wouldn't have really mattered, he only had a change of casual clothing, a few toiletries, and two paperback novels. But it was a courtesy. 
 * * * 
 The taxi driver gave him no trouble once he told the man his destination in Arabic and asked the price. The man probably didn’t actually speak it but would know enough for his business, and those speaking it would be among his better fares. David enjoyed the rare chance to exercise his memory of another language. He didn't have a meter and quoted a fee in Euros not Dollars or Francs. His Arabic had a slight French accent so he wasn't surprised. He had a few Dollars, some Euros, a hundred thousand Djibouti Francs, and four Canadian Maples in a plastic card. He paid in Euros with a proper tip for good service. The green cab was clean, smelled good and the fellow didn't try to extort anything extra from him. He drove with an actual hand on the wheel, very laid back for a taxi driver, not even chewing Khat, and had a few other cars pass him going into town. David appreciated a taxi ride that wasn't a thrill. 
 The hotel was squared off, almost like a blockhouse, the upper part overhanging a bit. The desk was efficient and the room larger than he was accustomed to in America. The floor was big ceramic tiles instead of carpet. The bed was firm, but David liked it that way. He went to lunch in the hotel, having fish skewers grilled on acacia wood with a different sort of delicate flat bread and a dish of tart fruit salad. It was light, which was just fine, because he planned to return to his room and nap. 
 Something about the dining room bothered him. It took him awhile to figure out the ceiling was lower in the large room than he was accustomed to. Especially since the lighting fixtures were not in the ceiling. It made the room seem darker even though there were lots of light fixtures on the walls. 
 His room had rather substantial drapes, which he appreciated, making the room dark enough to sleep soundly. He didn't put the air conditioning on. Laying on top of the sheets it was quite comfortable without it and he fell asleep easily. 
 When he woke up there was no light showing around the edges of the curtains. It was night out, but he had no sense of the time until he checked his phone. It was past ten PM, local time. It was probably too late for the dining room, but he'd seen a bar and they must serve some food. Perhaps if he was up a bit and ate again he'd be able to get back to sleep some more before morning. 
 The bar did serve food and had a quieter side room where the music was muted. The clientele there were quieter too. He had a dish of marinaded goat skewers with onions and some peppers that had a little heat to them. There was a dipping sauce and more of the odd bread like at lunch. He had a German beer, and given the choice, had it served cold. 
 It was near eleven when he came out of the bar into the lobby. He hesitated and started for the door, just curious to take a look outside. The desk man looked alarmed and asked if he could call a cab for him. 
 "No I just wanted to look outside. I assumed it wasn't a good idea to go off walking. I intend to stay just outside your door, in sight of your doorman." 
 "Good. If you have any needs, please, let us know rather than wonder about. I'd be concerned for your safety. You might even get accosted standing at our door. A taxi will run a bit extra after dark, but if you want to go to a club or anything we can get one. I’d recommend it." 
 "No, no thanks," he replied smiling. When he stepped outside the doorman who had been standing inside went out with him. David noticed he had his phone in his hand. 
 The moon was up and the city was illuminated. The square in front of them had floods on several of the buildings, but there were almost no windows showing lights. They must not have cleaning crew working nights like in the west. 
 "Do you mind standing a minute?" he asked the doorman. "If even this short an excursion is foolish I can go back in rather than endanger both of us." 
 "No, this is fine. Where are you from sir? You speak French well, but you don't sound French to me, unless you are from some odd place I don't know well. The Ivory Coast maybe? Is it safe to walk about late at night in your home?" 
 "I'm recently from Atlanta Georgia in the United States, but I travel for business. There are places in Atlanta where it is fairly safe to walk to and from your car at night, for the theater or a restaurant. I almost always go armed, having the proper permit to do that in Georgia, but there are places I wouldn't go without a security detail. A few places I wouldn't dare drive through in an unarmored vehicle." 
 That got a genuine chuckle from the doorman. 
 A couple locals, perhaps twenty years old, maybe even a bit younger, but dressed far too flashy and European came down the side walk. 
 "Oh my, what do we have here?" the one asked her companion in Afar. To David she called out in French, "Are you lonely love? We are on a mission to mend broken hearts if your lady didn't show up." 
 The doorman looked irritated, but before he could chase them off David replied. 
 David only knew about a dozen words of Afar and wasn’t even positive that’s what she’d spoken, so he answered in French. "Does your mother know you slipped out of the house again? She'll give you a beating and make noise all day long so you can't sleep if you don't sneak back in quietly." 
 The fact he said it smiling and waggled a finger at them made them laugh as they passed. If he'd been harsh or crude they'd have cursed him. 
 "Well, you didn't say you were a social worker," the doorman quipped. 
 "I run a business, with supposed adults, but sometimes it does seem more like a child care facility than I'd like." 
 The doorman was still smiling, but not really interested. 
 "Thank you for watching me. I think I'll try to get some more sleep," David said. He slipped the man a thousand Franc note and got a thank you. 
 The door man followed him back inside and the desk clerk looked relieved. Dave read the first few chapters of a paperback before he turned the light out and slept again. 
 * * * 
 Breakfast was served buffet style and David tried a few of the dainty pancakes, almost like crepes, lacey with holes. They served them with Ghee instead of butter and choice of a light syrup or honey. There was a platter of sliced fruit, rolls that looked ordinary, and a sort of soup that didn't appeal at all. There were none of the things like eggs he was used to having. He took the tea from an urn rather than order coffee and was impressed with how strong it was. He was not usually a tea drinker, but there was nothing dainty about it. 
 A few light pancakes and some fruit was not how he usually started his morning. He went out walking, feeling safe in the daylight, hoping to find something more substantial. The morning doorman just tipped his uniform hat to him. Once David got away from the square there were little shops and street vendors. He came to a small neighborhood market and found a woman selling flat breads stuffed with meat. The substantial sort a construction worker would buy not an office clerk. A couple of those made him feel like he'd had something. He felt little hands going all over his pockets while he finished his meal. 
 "Go away, you won't get anything from me but a smack on the head, if you try again," he said in Arabic. If the kid didn't understand the language he did the look. 
 "You look too prosperous for this neighborhood," the street vendor warned him. "You need a worn shirt and old loose pants with a belt and sandals, or slippers, to fit in. Then they'll leave you alone," she predicted. 
 "And broken down heels on the slippers," David added, amused. 
 "Well yes, from going to prayer. You are an observant one," she allowed. 
 "Thank you Aunt," he said, because she was an older woman, "but I will be back in my hotel soon and they're so fussy they'd probably bar the door and not recognize me if I dressed as you said. If I were going to live on this street I'd have to make some changes, but I'd buy breakfast from you every morning," he flattered her. 
 "Breakfast? I get here almost too late for the lunch crowd! You must be one of those scoundrels who sleep half the day away!" she protested, but it was good natured. 
 "Indeed, I'm the very sort mothers warn their children about," he confirmed. "I'll see you another day," David promised, and broke off, heading back to the hotel. 
 He spent the afternoon reading most of the paperback, dozed briefly once, and went outside when the tables on the veranda were in the late day shade. When he ordered coffee it was brewed European style instead of the local thick spiced version, but it was good so he didn't say anything. Maybe he'd find a local place for the traditional form. Someplace he could enjoy watching it being made. 
 He finished the paperback, had a local dish rice dish for supper in the hotel again, and was tired at bedtime. That was good. He was adjusting. He left the drapes open after he turned the lights out. There wasn't enough light to keep him awake and he'd wake up with the sun hopefully. 
 * * * 
 The sun wasn't up, but the bright sky before dawn woke him. It was more steel gray than blue, and cloudless. He woke feeling rested and sure he was adjusted now to the local time. It was early, but he decided a walk before it started to heat up would be nice. Breakfast was a nice idea too, but not urgent yet. It might even be too early for it at the hotel. He dressed in his lighter pants, didn't shower, putting that off until after his walk and breakfast. 
 When he passed the dining room they were just setting up, he was too early. He'd come back if nothing local could be found. He wanted to go off a different direction than the market where he'd found the older lady selling stuffed bread. 
 When he went out the door, there was an older man standing straight ahead, quite unusually motionless and carefully off the hotel property. He was old enough to have gray in his hair, but had darker skin than David, the sort that stayed agelessly smooth until a person was very old. He was by no means delicate or frail although he didn’t seem to carry much fat on his frame. He had a good hand’s breadth of height on David. 
 As soon as David stepped out the man started for him and when he turned to his right the fellow altered course to intercept. He just stopped and turned back toward him, waiting for the fellow since he refused to be avoided. He didn’t appear hostile or armed, and he was older. Locally that meant a great deal so it would be best to show him respect. 
 The doorman started to intervene, but David held a cupped hand toward him waist high, palm down, and made a cautioning motion. He stopped, but looked skeptical and didn't return to the entry. 
 "Sabākḥ David," the older gentleman said, touching his breast and giving a bow that was barely more than a nod. 
 "Oh, are you the fellow Juste promised to send?" David asked, assuming from the greeting he should use Arabic. It was the second morning, but he'd kind of forgotten about the arrangement he’d made with the customs agent. 
 "Not at all," the old man said, in English, amused. "I am rather sent to instruct you, as your father desired. You have rested from your journey. Are you not ready by now?" 
 "Yes, as a matter of fact I feel great, not lagged at all, but how could you possibly know about my father or what he required of me?" he asked, quite confused. 
 "Well, I suppose I should get all mystical about it, or say a little birdie told me in your cultural idiom, but actually your father's lawyers were instructed to call my family. We keep a family phone," he said, displaying a cheap cell phone in his hand. "I have not heard from your father in years. If I could not be found, or was dead, then you'd have had to find a guide on your own. In some ways that might have been the better lesson for you, but less chance you'd succeed perhaps." 
 "You've actually met my father?" David asked. This was interesting. He could see why Crenshaw hadn’t said he’d be contacted in front of Mark, but he’d had opportunity to tell David later. 
 "He walked the hills with me, some years ago. I am Bouh, but you may just call me Uncle." 
 "What do I need to bring with me? I should check out of my hotel. I'm traveling light. I have one other change of clothes and my phone." 
 "Leave the phone," Bouh said, "it can only bring trouble where we are going. It won't even work far from the city where we'll go. I shall certainly stop and leave this one at my nephew's house. Your clothing also is a trouble magnet. We'll get you some things that don't catch the eye of robbers, or worse, police." 
 "Might I leave my things at your nephew's place?" David asked. 
 "Certainly, he's a fine young fellow, though distressingly modern. He'll do just about any favor for a friend of the family, if it's in his power." 
 "Come on inside then. It won't take but a few minutes to settle my bill and grab my bag from my room," David told him. 
 "They would be uncomfortable for me to enter their business," Bouh assured David. He made a gesture to indicate his dress. He wore the loose white cotton robe of the nomadic people and a little vest over it. The bottom edge was dusty with soil, as were his feet in well worn sandals. "It is not an uncomfortable day, I'll wait here in the square," he insisted. 
 "Should I call a taxi to go to your nephew's place?" David asked. 
 "No, we have some stops to make and it's within walking distance," Uncle assured him. 
 When he settled his bill and came out carrying his soft sided bag, Uncle was sitting waiting across the street on a bench. It struck David how unusual it was to see someone relaxed, just waiting patiently with no phone or book or newspaper. 
 David sat down beside him. "What shall I pay you for my instruction? Would you like some sort of advance while we are close to the banks here?" 
 "I'm not terribly concerned about that." It seemed to amuse Uncle. "Where I spend most of my time few people have any cash money. You extend hospitality and trade in kind. Having cash is an invitation to being robbed. For some reason those who would rob you seem to feel it's obligatory to offer you violence too, even if you don't resist." 
 "Well, I didn't bring any goats with me," David joked. "Surely there is something I can do for your nephew if not you. You said he is close, so he has to deal with a cash economy here in the city. What did my father pay you?" 
 "First, he showed some aptitude, so he was a repository of my training. I'm sorry he did not survive me," Uncle said, "but I am much more confident you will. He paid me no money, but several years after he went home I had a niece who required medical attention. Much more than the local doctors could offer. He arranged for her to go to Switzerland and be treated. That is the only call I ever made upon his debt." 
 "So you would be content with a big - I owe you one?" David asked. 
 "Yes, if you feel a favor is owed, when we are done," Uncle said. 
 "I have no problem with that," David agreed. He offered a hand, and Uncle took it in both hands rather than shake it and then touched his heart after. 
 "There is a small market this way, Uncle said gesturing with his chin. “Let us go there and we shall make a start on clothing you differently.” 
 "Yes, I've been there. There is a pleasant lady at that market who sells lunch daily. Have you eaten?" David inquired. 
 "Not for some time. We can visit your lady if you wish. You will have to buy however. I have no money with me." 
 David just nodded acceptance. Money wasn't a concern to either of them, him because he had plenty, Uncle because he had none. 
 When they got to the market Uncle led him from along the edge deeper into the narrowest aisles between the stalls where no vehicle could go. 
 "Here," Uncle decided, turning in a doorway. “Do you speak Amharic?” Uncle asked him first. 
 “Not very well,” David admitted. “I speak fair Arabic and better French, but just a few words of this and that in other languages, but I can order just about anything a restaurant might have in German.” 
 That amused Uncle. “I will speak Arabic for you, since the shopkeeper will likely have the use of it.” 
 The shopkeep didn't look thrilled by Uncles presence. Indeed he tried to ignore Uncle and greet David. David refused to correct him and allowed Uncle to do so by staying silent and allowing Uncle to address the merchant. After a brief puzzled look flashed over his face he finally twigged to the fact that David was with the old man and a fake smile quickly covered up for his lack of apprehension. 
 "How may I serve you today?" he asked, but David noted he made none of the customary gestures, or expressing the respect Uncle's age made customary. 
 "We can find someone with better manners," David said to Uncle, embarrassed at this slight. 
 "Don't concern yourself with it," Uncle told him, seemingly indifferent. "You don't have to invite an ass to coffee to let it bear your load on its back." 
 The shopkeeper was so shocked this dusty old fellow would speak that way he was silent. Uncle plunged on and gave him orders. 
 "The young man requires some cheap clothing in which he can work and not worry about soiling it. He must pass for local and I don't mean a well-to-do local on the way to a party. Dress him like the second cook in a neighborhood restaurant going out to do his own shopping because he lives alone and has no help. A macawiss and shirt will do fine. He'll be wearing them from here," Uncle informed him. "And also, sell us some cheap used shoes." 
 "Are you selling his old things," the merchant asked, inspecting the European clothing and fine shoes. 
 "No, he still has need of them. You may bundle them up for us to carry," Uncle instructed. 
 David was clumsy with the wrap, though he’d worn a sarong before. Uncle refused a very bright one and picked a busy pattern in tans and grey with some green dashes. 
 "You picked this to blend in didn't you?" David asked. 
 "Blend with what?" Uncle asked, but he had an amused look not entirely hidden. 
 "It's like camo clothing," David said. "A hundred meters away out in the dry country side it would be near invisible." 
 "Well, I didn't expect your father would have stupid sons," was all the answer he got. 
 The t-shirt he got was a couple sizes too big and had once been white. It was grey now and had the very faded logo of a long defunct airline. The shoes were older athletic shoes with new laces instead of the originals. Worn but not shapeless. Uncle made sure they fit well with far more care than the clothing. 
 When Uncle was satisfied with his appearance he asked the storekeeper the cost. He didn't argue with the man at all, but the look of disgust on his face was an indictment. However, he just said, "Pay the man," to David. 
 "But of course for you," the man said as if Uncle hadn't spoken, "thirty two thousand francs." That was almost half the original number he'd mentioned. David paid him. 



 Chapter 4 
 The merchant put David’s shoes and clothes in a yellow plastic shopping bag that was wrinkled and much used. For some reason Uncle told him to keep them separate and not open his soft sided luggage until they had some privacy. It said 'Yoder's Amish Fudge Shack' on the sack. David deeply doubted that fudge was a big local item. The Amish, well David didn't expect many of them either, but didn't doubt they could acclimate here if they could contrive to abide in Pennsylvania. 
 Uncle led him out of the clothing shop and back into the open market where vendors sold off a folding table or a tarp on the ground. He was greeted by several sellers like they might know him. David was impressed nobody pressed him or called out to him. The guttersnipes who tried to survey his pockets on his first market visit were absent now. He wasn't sure if that was from his change of clothing or out of respect for being with Uncle. 
 "I don't think the lunch lady is here today," David said, disappointed. "She was in front of the place selling buckets and plastic stuff." 
 "The venders often leave when they've sold whatever they brought," Bouh said with a shrug. "My nephew will feed us if we don't buy something here." 
 Uncle stopped before an older gentleman squatting on his heels. His bright blue plastic tarp defined his selling area. He sold clothing also, but of a grade distinctly lower than even what David had on. Most of it was stuffed in plastic trash bags. If the pieces laid out flat on display were any indication they had to be sad indeed. The better garments displayed had stains and holes. 
 "My man here has to clean out a nasty old cistern. I want some pants and long sleeved shirt to keep it off him. Something we can discard when he is done and no great loss. It would foul the water and make the wash too hard for my wife. She'll poison my coffee and marry my brother," Uncle told the man. 
 The man smiled at his levity and produced a blue shirt with a frayed collar and a wine stain down the front. He held it up to David to size it. David was amused to see it was a Brooks Brothers shirt, very fine, some years ago. The pants were a putty gray canvas with holes worn at the knees, vaguely military in cut with very wide belt loops, perhaps from some nations navy. He couldn't imagine that color for land forces. 
 Uncle sought a different shirt, getting a green work shirt with an oil company logo embroidered on the pocket, and a pair of sturdy sandals with a sole cut from tire treads on the bottom. Uncle made sure those fit well. The whole cost the equivalent of five dollars. 
 As befit his role as hired man, David was handed the new bundle to carry. Being no fancy shop with bags, the pants and sandals were simply rolled up in the shirt, and the sleeves tied it shut to make their own handle. 
 David held his tongue until they were well away, then asked Uncle. "Why didn't you go straight to that fellow in the first place?" 
 "You would have been far too conspicuous standing there in fine clothing. Such a strange thing would have been the talk of the market before everyone went home. The man would have balked at selling us these things, embarrassed he didn't have anything suitable for you, and he’d never believed my reason for buying them. The upper classes might dress in rags for a costume party but never as badly as reality. People have a sense of class and propriety that is very hard to break from both ends of the scale. It is not possible to change your social tier that many steps all at once. That's also true of many things besides clothing," Uncle said, giving him a sharp look. "Also, the market people are not stupid. Most would conclude it was some sort of disguise, which it is honestly, but too many would conclude it involved crime or political intrigue. We don't need notoriety." 
 David thought about it. He was here to learn from Uncle. It was just surprisingly early that he was being instructed, and not exactly the lesson he'd expected. 
 * * * 
 There was a man selling well worn hand tools and odd bits of hardware. Uncle stopped and looked the offering over with a critical eye. There was a small knife with a leather sheath that wrapped all the way around and was sown with one seam. It reminded David of a filet knife, but when Uncle pulled it out it was a heavier blade, dark grey except for a shiny edge that said it had been sharpened. In fact it had been sharpened so many times it had changed the shape of the blade, but it still had life in it. 
 Uncle and the man bickered very briefly and uncle bade him to pay the man. David was surprised when Uncle made clear it was for him to carry. 
 Before they left the market Uncle took them aside to a man selling kabobs and David bought them each a skewer and a tart yogurt drink. Uncle seemed much less concerned about a meal than him. The skewer wasn't much, but David decided it would look bad to start complaining about such a trivial thing so soon. 
 Uncle's pace didn't seem hurried and yet David found himself wishing for a break. The day was starting to heat up, and he needed to find a bathroom. He wasn't sure what the custom was in the residential area they were in now. It was a relief that Uncle found the same need and demonstrated where to go without his asking. 
 When they met a young boy on the street who knew Uncle, David figured they must be close. The boy ran ahead, promising to inform his father. David's first thought was, 'Why didn't you call ahead?', then he remembered the little phone that Uncle carried was the family phone. It was hard to get used to the idea everybody, including children, didn't have phones and tablets. It wasn't even a web connected phone with a decent screen, just voice and text messages. He couldn't remember when he'd last seen one at home. 
 They didn't have to knock when they reached the nephew's home. The door was cracked open and swung wide when they approached. All the houses touched with the walls at different heights and angles. The lack of windows gave even fewer clues. It was so unlike western architecture that it was hard to know where the nephew's house ended and the neighbor's started. The boy who'd run ahead was waiting with a young woman. They entered and were led deeper into the house with no introductions. The door shut behind then with a thud that was worthy of a castle, and the rattle of a bar being set. The inside was already noticeably cooler than the advancing day outside. 
 They walked down a long hallway, light showing at the far end. That was good because David was near blind coming in from the bright sunlight. There were doors near the bright end but no tables or anything to avoid along the way. They came out in a courtyard, open to the sky but shaded. The young woman washed Uncle's feet and set his sandals aside, but left it to David to remove his own shoes and knock the dust off. He took a rag and wiped his own feet off. He must have picked the right custom and not offended anyone because the young woman and the boy who rejoined them seemed unsurprised. 
 They were led to small rooms and informed Uncle's nephew would have dinner with them later. For now the young woman seemed to assume they would welcome a chance to rest. David was tired from walking, but had no desire to nap. He got his second paperback and stretched out on the bed. He was asleep before he could open the book. 
 David woke to Uncle firmly shaking his foot by the great toe, firmly held between finger and thumb. Nobody had done that to him since he was about seven or eight years old he realized, amused. 
 "You are not fully adjusted to our time," Uncle stated as a fact. 
 "Yeah, I'm still jet lagged a little bit," David could tell that usage amused him. 
 "Do want to come to dinner or go back to sleep?" Uncle offered. 
 "I'm hungry, and I'd like to meet my host, but will it be rude if I don't socialize very late after the meal?" David asked. 
 "Not at all, talk will just be around the table after we are finished. There isn't going to be any entertainment. You can announce you are tired and retiring any time. If anybody wonders I explain you are jet lagged," Uncle said, still amused with the expression. 
 "Let's join them then," David agreed. 
 "Just him, not them. Only my nephew, Ibrahim. There will be just the three of us. His younger wife will serve us. You already met her. But she will not be eating with us. Come, we'll wash," Uncle said, doing a hand scrubbing pantomime. 
 * * * 
 Supper was a rice dish with lots of finely chopped vegetable and lamb. It was rich with oil and pungent with savory spices. They didn't share a common dish however, eating western style with their own plate and utensils. 
 A cold dish of chopped green vegetables was served as a side dish. It reminded David of coleslaw, but better. It was dressed with a slightly sweet sauce with caraway seeds, but not creamy. The household had refrigeration, which David wouldn't have predicted with any certainty. He suspected that placed them firmly in the middle class. 
  It was no surprise then when dessert was ice cream, but David had never had Pomegranate ice cream. It was served with traditional coffee and he ate far more than he’d planned. The younger wife didn't speak with him, but he caught her looking with approval when he'd managed a small third helping of the main dish. 
 Ibrahim seemed a gentle soul, and he obviously held his uncle in genuine high regard, not just the display of respect for his elder his culture demanded. He was politely interested in David's quest, and remarked he’d walked the hills with Bouh, but he had no talent to be a Sahar. David wondered what talent one needed? The way he said it reminded him of an Italian friend. He'd remarked that younger brother had gone into the priesthood, but then his friend had shrugged, and said he had no calling. Ibrahim seemed similarly comfortable with his station. 
 Ibrahim seemed much more interested in David's business life. He was amused at David's description of the panic his leaving had created among his executives. He related similar stories that showed he had experienced the same thing with his subordinates. 
 When Ibrahim wanted to know what his company made, he described what the devices did looking down from high above. David was careful to not talk down to Ibrahim. He'd figured out by that point in their conversation that the man might not know electronics and signals jargon, but he was an astute observer of human nature and foibles. 
 "So these machines, how widely do they look? Can they look at every house in a city? Every city in a country? Every country in the world? And how can anyone ever look at everything they collect?" he wondered. 
 It was a very good question. 
 "They can look anywhere in the world, but the men who buy them don't really confide in me where they look. They don't even confide in each other much," How paranoid that must sound made David smile at himself. 
 "The machines can be made to look for certain things. If a building uses a lot more electricity than it should, or in a residential neighborhood a house has fifteen or twenty computers. But a person has to tell it what to look for, and a person has to examine whatever it found odd when searching for them. The whole thing is limited by how many good analysts you have working for you, because the machines don't have any wisdom or judgment at all. I assume the government uses them mostly to watch high officials and people they consider dangerous. Spies spying on spies a great deal," David concluded. 
 Ibrahim looked thoughtful, like he was weighing whether to say something. 
 "Can you be sure they won't use your own machines against you?" he wondered. 
 "I'm sure they would," David agreed. "But, if you had a strong unfriendly neighbor above you on a hill, and you knew they sat and peered in your courtyard with a telescope. What would you do?" 
 Ibrahim looked surprised at the problem, then he smiled. 
 "I'd go to the gunsmith and pay him to come at night with a variety of weapons. Then I'd have a bunch of my cousins walk past the windows and switch clothing and guns several times to make it look like there was a formidable force living here. I'd have someone make a show of discovering the watcher, pointing and handing binoculars around. I'd look angry and indignant, and order the windows be covered with screens and louvers with many gestures." 
 "Exactly, I could shield my buildings since I know how the machines work. But this sort of men couldn't stand that, seeing nothing. When they look down on my home or business they instead see a false picture of what is happening inside," David assured him. 
 "That's a marvelous story," Ibrahim said. "Thank you for sharing it. 
 "Uncle, this one may be an apt student," Ibrahim told him. "He already peers into the shadows for a living. I confess I never had much imagination for the unseen." 
 "His father had a small talent," Bouh told his nephew. "He couldn't roll the dice and make them fall to his will, but he could name how they would come to rest on their own." 
 That stirred a memory in David. When he'd played board games with his parents his mother always went to the kitchen and got a cup for his father to roll the dice. She insisted he cheated if he got to hold them. His father had always laughed and won anyway. It made David wonder if this was some predictive routine that would apply to things like stocks? It might explain his father's uncanny success. 
 All that heavy thought and the rich food caught up with him, and he had to cover a mighty yawn. 
 "Take him off to bed," Ibrahim insisted. "He still isn't adjusted to our time. I know you. You'll march him into the ground tomorrow, Uncle." 
 "A frail old man like me?" Bouh asked. "He may have to support me on his arm along the way." David didn't trust his grin at all. 
 * * * 
 They left the house in the morning without any breakfast, and no more visiting with their host. David felt stressed and near naked to leave his phone behind. He'd pulled the card and battery from it, even though he left it inside his bag. Now none of his needy employees could wheedle his personal number from the few people who had it and ring the phone. The credit cards and other papers and money he left much easier than his phone. It all went in his bag with the fudge bag Uncle finally allowed him to stuff in there too. He did insist on keeping his passport to Uncle’s amusement. He said it would be more trouble than help if that’s all he had but David insisted. The younger wife let them out and handed Uncle a sack David presumed was lunch. Uncle handed it off to him. She carefully didn't speak or stare at David, but he took that for cultural necessity rather than a sign of hostility. 
 They walked along the road going out of town. The buildings thinned out rapidly. Uncle walked with traffic instead of against it like David had been taught. He was uncomfortable but decided not to say anything. They walked a long time until there were no buildings in sight. David was starting to doubt the wisdom of it. The land was quite arid and they had no water at all unless there was something in the package David supposed was lunch. The sun was quite high in the sky and it felt like lunch time, but he wasn't going to ask for a break unless he fell on his face. 
 There was traffic, trucks and a few cars, once a bus. Most swung out away from them as they passed. A few didn't bother. The shoulder wasn't very wide to let you get away from the edge of the pavement before you'd be walking on uneven rocks. I should have been counting off my paces, David decided. He wasn't experienced at this to know how far they'd come. It seemed pointless to start now. 
 An old truck with a cab like a pickup, but a flat bed in the rear passed them. It braked but stopped well ahead and didn't back up. Uncle looked up at it but didn't pick up his pace. He kept going steady to close the couple hundred meters. When they came up next to the truck it was a middle aged man dressed much like Uncle. He had concern written on his face and addressed Uncle in Arabic. 
 "Grandfather, there is almost nothing ahead for a very long way. You can't walk to the next town. You'll give out." 
 "I've walked across the empty land before there was a road," Uncle informed him. 
 "With supplies on a camel and, if you will forgive me saying so, as a much younger man I'm sure. Perhaps the memory fades of how very far it is. If you must go on allow me to give you a ride. There is a place for the trucks to stop a bit over two hundred kilometers ahead. You can at least get water there when I fuel the truck." 
 "We have no money to pay you," Uncle said. "And I doubt I'm of your tribe from your accent." 
 "I'm going down the road anyway," the driver said, with a hand fluttering gesture. "I would not want others to pass my father's father on this road and ignore his welfare. If we aren't cousins neither do I know you for an enemy. Climb on the back and do this the easy way, Grandfather." 
 "Very well. Thank you for your concern." Uncle hopped up on the rear platform with a grace that belied his age. He put his back against the rear of the cab not all that far from the edge behind the driver. There was a bundle of burlap bags under a tie-down strap in the middle. David took a similar position on the other side, but passed control of the bag back to Uncle. It was a relief to stop walking. 
 "Eat this," Uncle instructed, handing him an orange from the bag. David wasn't about to argue with him. He was hungry and thirsty both, and surprisingly tired already. 
 When David had it peeled he glanced at Uncle and saw he wasn't having anything. He split the sections in halves and offered half. Uncle took it without comment or thanks. 
 When they got to the border with Ethiopia the officials spoke to the driver briefly in a language David didn’t know. To his astonishment they ignored him and Uncle like they were invisible. 
 David felt much better after a bit. It bothered him to have no way to tell time but the sun. If he'd had his phone he'd have looked at it automatically when they climbed on the truck. Then likely again when he noticed he felt better. Not that it meant anything when he had no control over when they went and when they stopped. He hadn't realized until now how that had become a habit, timing everything all day long. What exactly was the point of it? 
 When he was at home in Atlanta David remembered how he'd glance at the clock when he got in his car at home and again when he arrived at work. There wasn't much he could do to change how long his commute took. There wasn't any practical alternative route. He was pretty much at the mercy of traffic and the occasional accident causing delays. He'd never thought before on how pointless it was to time things over and over. 
 When someone came into his office he'd glance at the time too. People weren't stupid...well, yeah they were but not that stupid, not any he’d hire, to not know what that quick shift of the eyes meant. All of a sudden it seemed like a terrible idea. It was just a habit, but it might signal he wouldn't hear a person out, or resented taking time to listen to them. He resolved to change that, even if he had to remove the clock on his computer screen to break the habit. 
 The truck hit a big bump. Hard enough to bounce David's head against the cab, and he was shocked to find he'd been sleeping. The sun was starting to lower in the sky and they seemed to be headed slightly west going by the shadows, rather than south like they had started, but there were several hours lost to his nap with the sun high overhead that he had no idea which direction they had travelled. It felt odd to have no idea where he was within hundreds of kilometers. Usually he had his phone and could run the GPS to locate him within meters. 
 The land had been flat rocky desert with almost no vegetation when he'd drifted off to sleep. There had been plateaus in the distance with steep bluff sides, but the road avoided them staying on the flat and winding around so they didn't even come close to the bottoms of the slopes. David wondered if that had once been to avoid places where travelers could be ambushed. After thinking on it further he decided that might not be just an ancient concern. 
 Now the land was different than when he'd fallen asleep. The hills were rolling and covered with more vegetation including clumps of trees in the low places where there must be water. There weren't any big flat areas between the gentle hills. Looking carefully there were several areas in the far distance with rectangular boundaries. Too far away to make out any fencing, but the different color suggested they might be paddocks or pasture. Turning and looking through the cab windows it looked like the land ahead was higher and greener. They no longer had a straight road ahead of them clear to the horizon like before. 
 Uncle was relaxed and had his eyes closed. David couldn't tell if he was sleeping. There wasn't really anything to ask that wouldn't sound like childish chatter, so David leaned back and did like Uncle, conserving his strength and staying rested. 
 When he woke up again it was because the truck was slowing and the motion and sound of it on the road changed. The land around them struck David as very much like an area around the Grand Canyon he'd visited as a boy. They were coming into a fueling station and small town. There were homes visible in the distance and a few clustered behind the truck stop as well as some other small businesses with garish bright signage. 
 Uncle thanked the driver again and started walking without a word to David. He got a few steps away before David realized Uncle was done riding and expected to be followed without demanding it. Rather than run to catch up he just stretched his pace longer until he was close but still behind. It seemed pointless to be side by side. The pace was tolerable but not so slow he wanted to waste his breath on mindless chatter. 
 There was a public water faucet near the fueling station. A short hose dangled above the ground and an iron grid to keep the area under it from becoming a mud hole. They waited, while a young boy finished filling a large plastic container with the hose. The square container was yellowed with age and stained and scuffed all over but it didn't leak. Uncle drank more than David expected and urged him to drink more than his thirst moved him to want. 
 The local street ended nearby without any line to mark it except the soil was no longer as flat nor cleared of rocks. There was far more vegetation than back where the truck had picked them up, but not enough to cover the ground between clumps of bushes. Uncle, despite being older was far more nimble on uneven ground than David. His balance and recovery were untrained by a steady diet of floors and sidewalks. 
 David had never studied botany or been an avid gardener. The country looked very much like the southwest US, but he couldn't swear what any of the plants were the same except the prickly pears, those had to be the same, although the fruit wasn't the color he expected. 
 "The low cacti with fruit, we have some in the US nearly the same," David told uncle, pointing at them, "except the fruit is a deep purplish maroon color." 
 "They are of foreign origin. There is an English word for such invaders, but I forget." 
 "Exotics," David supplied. "They have vast campaigns to eradicate some invasive exotic plants and animals, but usually it is a lost cause once they become established." 
 "These are not without benefit," Uncle assured him. "They are a market item, but more importantly the cattle eat them. They do displace local plants." He however added a shrug, as if to say - What can one do? 
 The sun was getting low and Uncle hadn't shared anything from the lunch sack since the orange. David was tired and he was pretty sure Uncle had slowed down to accommodate him. He'd caught Uncle glancing at him longer than needed to just check that he was still there. Just his footsteps would probably tell him that. David was also aware the old man walked much quieter than he could. He'd tried to do so a ways back and found it required more effort. He was probably looking at David to make sure he wasn't going to fall on his face from fatigue. 
 The sun was near the horizon when Uncle turned abruptly from the direction he was following and took a harder route uphill. It dismayed David, but he didn't object, rousing himself to meet the challenge the older man met easily. 
 He finally stopped in a bit of a hollow in the hillside. It would have provided shelter from the wind, if there had been any. There was a small pit dug that had the remnants of a fire, but it didn't have that fresh look of recent use. The ground was cleared of large rocks uphill of the fire pit. When he turned back the way they'd climbed the view was remarkably narrow. The opposite was true too. They weren't very visible here from below. Not even if they lit a fire. 



 Chapter 5 
 "We'll stay here for the night," Uncle informed him. He then proceeded to school David on where he could relieve himself and how he should cover it. Looking around David had a brief yearning for a Holiday Inn, or maybe even an old Red Roof sold off as an independent and gone downhill a bit . . . "You may gather some boughs of the bush that has a bluish tint to the leaves if you wish to make a bed. It has a pleasant odor when crushed, will not irritate your skin, and it isn't favored by insects. I'm used to sleeping on the ground, but you may have difficulty getting comfortable since you are used to a fine bed. Later we will be some places there isn't anything to make bedding, but there is no merit in asceticism. If you do so, go off a bit, and don't strip the bushes close around this site." 
 Uncle sat with his knees up in front of him, as relaxed as David would be at home in his recliner. Just looking at him David knew he couldn't sit the same way so comfortably, although he certainly wasn't fat. Turning and looking the same direction as Uncle he was struck with how pretty it was. The low sun gave it a golden glow now, but the other colors were still striking, the more so not hidden behind a midday glare. He went to make his bed before it was too dark. The small knife Uncle made him buy was very useful for cutting boughs. 
 When he was done Uncle produced a couple pieces of flat bread and divided cheese and preserved meat on them. He also drew one bottle of water and took a sip and offered it to David to share. There were still a few items in the sack, but Uncle didn't feel any need to reveal what or when he intended to dispense them. 
 Back home, David would have hesitated to eat the cheese carried all day in the heat. Tonight it was delicious. They shared the water back and forth, but after the meager meal Uncle urged him to finish it. Uncle saved the empty bottle and held another back. It wasn't full dark yet, but the meal and fatigue hit David like a hammer and he was asleep as soon as he stretched out on the fragrant greens. 
 The moon was up and surprisingly bright when David awoke and had to relieve himself. Uncle was a dark mound of shadows with little detail, that didn't stir as David quietly moved as far away as he'd been instructed and fumbled in the dark. He was careful not to soil his feet and the sound of it was loud in the night. When he returned it was hard to find his bed. It was in shadow from the moonlight and almost invisible. He shuffled forward until his feet found it in the dark. 
 In the morning David awoke before the sun was up, but the sky was bright. Uncle was sitting with his legs gathered in front of him as before with seemingly infinite patience. David went off to relieve himself again, and when he returned took time to savor the view which was quite different in the morning light. Uncle seemed to regard this with favor, not interrupting it. 
 "You should scatter you bedding away from the camp," he instructed. After sharing just a sip of water Uncle led them down from the camp and resumed the direction of the previous day. David wondered how far they had to go, or if Uncle even had a clear goal. For some reason he felt it would be a show of weakness to inquire. 
 "I'm not sure I could find the fueling station again if you dropped dead on me." David said after a bit. After he said it he felt it wasn't very tactful, but it was too late to recall the words. 
 "I shall not expire before you have gone home," Uncle promised him. "If you turned and walked back to the south east you'd have to come upon the road. Then it would merely be a matter of finding out which direction led to the station. There were increasingly communities beyond where we departed the road, so if it was desolate where you chanced upon it likely the station would be south. If there were farms and building evident you should turn north." 
 What struck David was not that he didn't take offense, but the absolute certainty with which he spoke of his own life and logically the inverse, his death. David was not superstitious, but he defiantly didn't want to ask him how he was so certain. 
 Late in the morning uncle shared a bit of jerky and split another orange with David. He folded the empty sack up and tucked it away in his robe. He didn't have anything left in the way of supplies and didn't seem concerned about it. By all appearances they were headed deeper into the wilderness. David tried to picture where they might be from memory but he didn't have a good map of the area firmly committed to memory. He'd never needed to remember a map well, since he could call it up again at need. Indeed, David didn't think he owned a physical map of any sort back home. He was simply in the old man's hands. 
 When they camped for the night it was in a less sheltered spot, but with a copse of low trees unlike any he knew. There were none of the bushes to make bedding and no supper was offered. He nevertheless was so tired he slept soundly. 
 The next morning Uncle was again sitting waiting on him to wake up, but he was sitting regarding him rather than the landscape. In truth it wasn't near as spectacular a view. They didn't have the vantage from a hill of the day before. He didn't mind being stared at. Other cultures had different ideas about courtesy. He’d been stared at harder sitting in a sidewalk coffee shop in Israel. He was after all an odd bird far away from home. 
 "You do not complain as easily as your father," Uncle remarked. 
 " Bouh," David addressed him, trying for a more formal tone than Uncle, "I took a very different path from the rest of my family regarding my father. While I respected him a great deal, we were not close in many ways, and I never fawned on the man like the rest of the family, hoping to get something from him. I picked my own path, which although it was business, was still quite different. And this is a divider from the rest of the family too," he said, displaying the back of his hand toward Bouh in an exaggerated gesture. 
 Uncle understood the gesture immediately, looked a little shocked and then recovered. Your siblings are not so light skinned? I do remember your father was much darker." 
 "My half-brothers and sisters were just as dark as him, because they had a different mother. Father married a white woman late in life. Of course they didn't dare criticize him to his face. But they have no trouble with disdaining me." 
 "People are so superficial," Uncle said, amazed. "I wish I had met them to see what part of your father they carry in their makeup. I already see you as having more affinity to be a Sahar than your father. He made a gesture with his palm around David's face, like he saw something there. David couldn’t imagine what he could see that would inform him of anything. 
 Uncle laughed at David's skeptical expression. "Forgive me, I do not laugh at you as a person, but as a novice. I've had the sights too long and forget others don't share them. It makes me terrible company sometimes, even with my nephew, Ibrahim. He walked with me and saw a few glimmerings, but even that little he forgets easily." 
 "My father's attorney differentiated you from a healer," David said. "I find lawyers say very little by accident. I wasn't about to grill him on it in front of my relatives. How do you differ? Are you a story teller or a historian?" 
 "Traditional healers sometimes ask our help for diagnosis, the good ones anyhow. You will remember I said when my niece needed treatment we sent her off to Switzerland. Western medicine is superior in many ways, though as a Sahar I can tell you they have their blind spots too. The best of the traditional healers are herbalists and keen observers of what works and what doesn’t. The worst of the local sort are Animists and follow their tradition from rote learning, copying their teacher’s mistakes and adding errors of their own.  
 “Sometimes we quietly help with treatment when not asked." That obviously made Bouh sad. "I admit it isn't always easy to know for what sort of help to ask. If you set yourself in opposition to the incompetents then you simply never get called again and lose even those few opportunities to help.  
 "I'd say your culture might regard a Sahar as a wizard or a magician from your own historical context, though we see them as something much different with which we don’t want to identify. As I've grown older my English has improved and become more idiomatic I think visionary is more accurate." 
 That wasn't what David expected at all, so he just nodded and left it at that for now. 
 "I am aware you are hungry. We shall find something to eat tonight, but I am heartened you don't whine about it. I'm sure you never voluntarily go without a meal in a rich land," Bouh said. 
 "Being here is entirely voluntary," David assured him, "as well as all the consequences of deciding to accept my father's challenge. I was handed ten million dollars the same as my elder brother just for being my father's son. This was something extra he wasn't even offered an opportunity to try." 
 "Ah, I am seeing your motivation more clearly," Bouh said. "It's a personal challenge beyond the money, isn't it?" 
 "Of course. If I'd declined the miserable son of a bitch would have said I knew I didn't have what it took the rest of our lives. If that seems spiteful to not allow him the satisfaction of it so be it." 
 "No, I haven't met the other son. I didn't know the history, but I don't see petty arrogance in your personality. A Sahar knows," Bouh assured David. 
 "Well good. I have some skill in reading people," David claimed, "but it would be handy to know with that level of confidence if you can teach me." 
 Uncle laughed. "Good, I can see you aren't going to hold me in unthinking reverence. That's neither needed nor appreciated. It does go with the territory sometimes in this land. It gets tiresome when you have to endure it." 
 David was surprised again. Bouh seemed to not be what he expected, frequently. 
 * * * 
 Uncle led them to a little side valley, a wrinkle in the side of a bigger hill. It looked like any of a number they'd marched past yesterday, but the old man must have known it. There was a tiny spring of water pretty far in. David was certain that's what they were seeking before Uncle said anything, because the vegetation got much greener and thicker as they approached it. 
 He must have shown his apprehension, because Uncle assured him, "This water will not make you sick. He was given one of the plastic water bottles and instructed," Drink two bottles, more if you can hold it, and fill the bottle for later. Over here," he instructed, "the bottom is gravel and you won't stir up anything." 
 David managed a third bottle although it made him feel a bit bloated. Walking a couple kilometers and relieving himself fixed that. He was hungry and grouchy but he put it out of his mind and paced the old man. Sometime in the early afternoon he was surprised to find he felt pretty good. 
 It was late in the afternoon Uncle stopped and turned to him. "We shall hunt some dinner here. There are rabbits about, and I shall kill one, but I'd like your help to flush it from cover.” 
 I've hunted rabbit," David assured him. "Do you want me to circle out and drive them back to you?" He illustrated what he meant with a sweeping gesture. 
 "No need to leave my side. They shelter in these clumps of low bushes. I shall pick a few smooth smaller rocks for my ammunition, and you can pick a larger rock that isn't so fussy to throw in the bush and flush him out. I'll indicate which bush. It will help if you can drop the rock toward the far side so he comes out towards us." 
 "You have no sling or anything?" David asked. 
 "I was almost good enough for the Braves," Uncle assured him with a wink. It made David laugh out loud it was so unexpected. He wouldn't have bet anything on Uncle knowing the Braves existed, much less cracking jokes about trying out for them. 
 David grabbed a flat rock that weighed about a kilo and a half. Uncle made no comment about it so it must be fine. They continued on long enough he was starting to get tired of carrying it. 
 Finally Uncle stopped and looked at a clump of bushes slightly to the right of their path. Oddly he looked at it and then closed his eyes and turned his head one way and then the other lips pursed like he was thinking hard. 
 "This will do nicely," he assured David. "Toss your rock to the back side please." He had one round missile in his right hand and three more in his left. 
 David lofted the rock high underhanded and looked back at Uncle before it landed. He wanted to see the old man's style. 
 Uncle did wind up very much like a major league pitcher. He was starting his throw before the rabbit appeared. The rabbit came out straight towards them, made a hard right hand turn, and went straight away from them. The rock looked to be a clean miss to David as it went after the rabbit but it was a curve ball. It came back from the right and smacked the rabbit right on the back of the head just below the ears. It tumbled forward and sprawled. 
 "You said you've hunted rabbit before. Do you know how to dress one out?" Uncle asked. 
 "Yes, I've done that several times, but I wish I had gloves. I've been taught not to risk getting disease from them. He certainly seemed lively and not sick, but sometimes you can't tell until you see his innards." 
 Uncle looked surprised at him. "I wouldn't have picked him if he was sick. We passed one that was ill and a doe carrying young I wouldn't take. You need have no fear of him any more than the water from the spring. A Sahar will not feed you spoiled food or bad water. You will trust this once we get a bit further along in your training." 
 David didn't argue. He didn't want to offend Uncle, but he'd never seen him give any indication he saw a different rabbit earlier. He cleaned the rabbit very carefully, using extra caution to not nick himself on his knife or the bones. It did look fine when he saw the liver. When he was done Uncle held out the sack from his nephews to carry it. 
 They walked a few hundred meters further and Uncle did a repeat performance of the previous kill, including the weird curve ball toss. It was beyond David how he could throw at a running rabbit and plan an intercept point three or four meters ahead of his release. He had to admit, the old man was good. Good enough David wondered if he might not have qualified for the Braves when he was in his prime. 
 The path Uncle followed didn't seem to have any steep portions, but they seemed to be walking uphill more often than down. The increase in altitude wasn't enough to make him breath harder, but it was enough to see a change in vegetation. The land changed another way too, the hills didn't seem any taller, but they drew closer together. 
 When he mentioned it to Uncle he waved a hand off to the left, to the south, and informed David the land rose even more over the horizon and they grew very good coffee upon the slopes in that area. 
 As they walked along Uncle cut a few sticks from bushes. He produced a cloth from somewhere on his person and started collecting dead wood too. David offered to carry it, but he just said that David had the burden of the rabbits. That was considerable since they were decent sized. 
 Uncle stopped a little earlier than the previous nights. The sun was still a bit over the horizon. He led David to another sheltered spot that had been used before. He lowered his cloth to the ground and indicated with a finger David where should put the rabbits down. 
 "We could use a little more wood for cooking," Uncle said. "Can you walk about a little distance and bring some back without getting lost?" 
 If Uncle thought he needed to ask, David was respectful of him enough by now not to take offense. He thought about how he’d find his way. The ground was no longer dry and loose enough to show footprints, and the vegetation was high enough to hide things just a few tens of meters away. The sun was pretty low in the sky too. 
 "I think, if I am careful not to leave this hill, and go pretty much straight uphill and back I'll be OK. If I get lost and can't find you I'll stay put for the night, not moving in the dark. In the morning I'll find two rocks and smack them together so you can find me." 
 Uncle seemed pleased with that and dumped his fire wood, giving David the cloth to carry more back to camp. He also cautioned David not to gather wood from conifers, because the resins would taint the meat. 
 David found a bunch of deadwood not a hundred meters away and filled the cloth generously. Headed straight back downhill he still was off to the side ten meters and almost went past Uncle without seeing him. When he made a right angle turn to approach Uncle made no comment on it. He already had the rabbit on skewers, ready to cook. 
 Uncle had a habit of producing unexpected items from his loose clothing, so David had no idea how he intended to start a fire. He wouldn't have been surprised if he produced a cheap plastic lighter. 
 David watched him prepare a fire, quite a small one, although longer along one direction instead of round. He took a small stick and made repeated cuts in it until it resembled a small carving of a pine tree. Uncle left an opening in the stacked wood and held the little starter piece down by that hole. Instead of producing a lighter or any other method David knew he sat very still and looked at the carved stick steadily. David was starting to wonder if he was changing his mind or having some sort of a seizure. Then the curled up slivers of wood started turning brown. David suddenly had trouble sucking in his next breath, and the hair stood up on the back of his neck... 
 The wood got darker steadily and then started to smoke. It all burst into flame all at once instead of starting at a point and spreading. Uncle thrust it in the opening where it would catch the fuel above it on fire and stepped back. 
 David was so sure of his own sanity he never considered it might have been a hallucination. Neither did he think it was any trick, a magician's sleight of hand. But the look on his face had to be addressed, even if he didn't say anything. 
 "It is a small skill, but often handy. More frequently useful than... bigger things," he said a bit sheepish, as if it embarrassed him to jolt David so. "I'll teach you, but we need some things still to start. I think it will be at least another day's journey before we can find them." 
 "You might have warned me," David said. 
 "Really? How would I have phrased it? This I can do, but I'm not an eloquent man with words to say how. It’s far easier to show you. I can't show you other things quite yet, but soon, very soon." 
 "You aren't unfamiliar with my world," David said. "You can crack jokes about my hometown baseball club. I've heard you use English I'd expect a college graduate to use, not a tribal fellow without letters. You just destroyed everything I know about the laws of thermodynamics. That's pretty disturbing to my world view." 
 Uncle did an elaborate shrug. "We see American baseball and European soccer. Formula One racing and the Olympic games, besides all the silly entertainment things. We have movie disks and satellite. One doesn't really follow things like that closely, but it's easy to be aware they exist. Now, Thermo Dynamics..." He said it like two words. "I don't know much about that from the telly. That's science I take it. Nobody I know has much interest in it. They like to watch things upon which you can bet or appeal to the senses. But the words tell me it is about heat moving. Nobody ever taught me there were laws about it that I’d know not to break them. If they are so easy to break them they must be very weak laws." 
 David picked up a small stone, about the size of a marble. 
 "I'd no more expect to see that wood heat and light than I'd expect this stone to jump out of my hand and fly off into the sky." 
 Uncle looked mischievous and regarded the stone. It didn't fly off into the sky. It did however rock back and forth several times and then roll out of the cup of his hand and fall on the ground. A chill went straight up David's back. 
 "It's hard to make it move," Uncle admitted, "it’s much easier to just guide it when it is already moving." 
 "The rocks you threw at the rabbits!" David said, almost like an accusation. 
 "Well yes, exactly," Uncle agreed with a little nod.
"The fire is doing nicely," Uncle said changing the subject. "Let's add some fuel and when we have some coals we'll roast the bunnies. I'm hungry, aren't you?" 
 "Starved," David admitted. He asked no more. 



 Chapter 6 
 Uncle drove the skewers into the ground at an angle, to suspend the meat above the fire. When it was done the fire had burnt down to coals and he briefly laid the skewer he selected across the coals to sear it a little more. That left a little wood ash on it, but David tried it himself and it was delicious. Of course he had a pretty good appetite after the unaccustomed long walk. 
 David had just a few swallows of water left to finish off after the rabbit. He hadn't seen Uncle drink in a long time, but the man hadn't cautioned him to make his water last longer. Uncle did cut a twig from a nearby bush. After peeling back a bit of thin red bark he frayed the end into an improvised brush with his thumb nail and brushed his teeth. David did the same but found it wasn't as easy to fray the end as it looked. 
 Uncle dumped the rest of the wood on the fire and the rabbit bones on top to dispose of them. David laid down well back from it. It wasn't as hot as in the middle of the day, but there was no chill at all. Sleep came easier than it ever did at home. 
 The next day they walked fairly far before David asked if they had any water ahead of them. He was still making urine, but he didn't want to get dehydrated. 
 "Tomorrow," Uncle promised. "You wouldn't want to drink the water near here. However, I'll show you something to help." He stopped and broke off pieces of a prickly pear. There were less of them here but still a patch now and then. 
 David would have thought you’d need heavy gloves to handle the fruit or leaf, but Uncle handled them deftly with the hem of his robe, rendering them safe quickly with his knife. The moist insides did satisfy him, and Uncle had some too. Despite watching how Uncle handled them he still ended up with a few of the fine needles in him. 
 The day ended without Uncle offering to hunt again, and David slept deeply despite being hungry and bone weary. 
 * * * 
 In the morning Uncle had water in the bottles, David hadn't heard him get up or take his bottle from his things right beside him. He offered no explanation where he'd gone to get it. They'd already addressed trust issues sufficiently it seemed pointless to quiz him on its safety and purity. 
 "Drink one now if you wish. Carry the other for the day. I've had my fill already and the day will be milder. There will be plenty where we stop tonight." 
 David drank half a bottle and stopped. "I can share later if you wish," he offered. He'd found he had more endurance without food or water than he'd expected. Though when he thought back to the desert they would have crossed without the truck ride, he had serious doubts about how that would have gone. 
 Perhaps Uncle had similar thoughts. "When I took your father out here to instruct him I was a much younger man. I had different views on things. We didn't have the window into Western ways we have now with satellite telly and entire libraries of movies on a little chip. Back then many had trouble sorting out the fanciful from reality. We liked and disliked very different things about foreigners than today. I was offended he had feet like a baby and insisted he take his shoes off a little each day and toughen his feet up when we got to where it wasn't all hot stones," he said waving his hand at the soft loam. Now I look back and find that pointless. You aren't going to stay here to need to become like us." 
 "I'm glad," David said. "I'd have a hard time even adapting to sandals. I slide all around in them and have never worn them at home, even the sort that strap on tightly." 
 "What else do you miss?" Uncle asked, unusually chatty this morning. 
 "My phone, not that particular phone, but the connections I’m used to having. I could call up maps. I could know what the weather would be until about two weeks forward. It had entertainment and memories in pictures and the ability to call for help. It even has an app on it to test food or water for disease organisms. It has a special light and reads what reflects off the sample." 
 Uncle was kind enough to hide any amusement from his face if he felt it. 
 "And I miss coffee. I'd kill for a cup of coffee right now." 
 Uncle laughed. "One hopes that is hyperbole. I could not sense genuine malice about you," he said, reaching out toward David and making a gesture that described a vague circle around his face again. 
 "OK," David said grinning. "I'd wrestle you for it, two falls out of three." 
 "Now that I believe," Uncle allowed. That seemed to end his chattiness. 
 * * * 
 The place Uncle led them to as evening approached was beautiful. David hoped they could finally stay put a little. He'd have been happy to own a simple cabin here, sited to look out over the valley. There was a very small stream, thin enough you could step over it. They followed it uphill until there was a natural pond. 
 "Is this safe to drink?" David asked. 
 "Not here. There are too many animals that come to drink here. Less than years ago," Uncle said, sadly. "The birds and the small things..." he made a spanning gesture with his thumb and first finger, "foul the water just by coming near. There are larger animals, deer I think you would call them, and the very rare predators that still come here. We shall follow the water upslope where few of them venture, nearer the source where it is pure." 
 Uphill turned out to be more of a climb than Uncle had challenged him with before, to the point he had to use his hands for the first time to pull himself up. When they stopped it was just below a slight escarpment that ringed the top. That gave them some shelter from the wind, but put them in shadow in the afternoon. They stopped in a cleft between two big stones where the stream came down from above. There was a bar of gravel in the middle and a grassy flat to each side. 
 "We shall go up tomorrow. It's flat on top. How do you say?" Uncle asked. 
 "Ah, a plateau," David supplied. 
 "That's the word. There are several paths. The rock isn't a sheer face and we won't have to climb at all. Well, no more than we did coming this far," Uncle assured him. "I'll go get us something to eat," he promised, walking away back downhill, leaving David to his own devices. He took the initiative to range along the base of the escarpment and gather dead wood. There seemed to be a great deal, some must have fallen from above. He didn't think to ask Uncle for the sturdy piece of cloth he'd used to carry wood. 
 When Uncle returned it turned out he’d needed the carrier. He had it tied closed around a large lump. First he started a fire. It still unnerved David to watch the process. Then he went off briefly and found skewers. 
 The bundle opened up was meat, but David had no idea what sort until Uncle told him. 
 "This is a sort of deer. I confess I've forgotten any other English words for them. I suppose it only matters to someone that studies them. It's no bigger than a large dog." 
 "At this point it's all venison," David assured him. 
 "Oh...like pig and pork, cow and beef?" Uncle asked. 
 "Exactly." 
 "English can be a very strange language," Uncle said. 
 "That's from when the French dominated the English in their own land," David explained. The peasant dealt with the pig, the master got the pork, and so on. My relatives speak French. They make a great point of teaching their children, because to them it differentiates them from black people who were slaves. At least in their minds, it makes all the difference." 
 Uncle made a funny little noise. "That's all some people have going for them, that at least they aren't some other group," he said with mock indignation. 
 It was so true David laughed heartily. Uncle had the essence of it quickly. 
 "To use what words I know, these are the tenderloins and most of the haunch. The side meat and the liver. As much as we can eat I'm sure. Do you have that aversion to fat I've noticed some Westerners have?" Uncle asked. 
 "I confess I dislike fat on something boiled like pieces in a stew, but I appreciate it on a grilled piece where it gets crispy on the edges." 
 "Then we will be sure to make it that way. I'm not sure why, but an abundance of fat seems to help one absorb the training I intend for you." 
 "That doesn't entirely surprise me," David allowed. "I constantly see people back home speaking about how proper nutrition is important for school children to be able to succeed in their lessons. They have special programs to make sure it happens, even if the parents are poor." 
 "Not to offend, but we do see some American shows, the ones made for the telly I mean, not the movies, and your poor seem very different than our poor," Uncle said. 
 "I'm aware of that," David said. "I doubt those complaining loudest of their poverty have any idea how fortunate they are." 
 Uncle just nodded agreement and kept putting the meat on skewers. When he was done he added more wood to the fire, but didn't start them cooking. He held up a finger to indicate he'd be a minute and went off in the brush. 
 David thought maybe he had to ease nature, but he came back with a bunch of roots and leaves that he washed in the stream. There was a stone sticking up and he cupped his hands washing it off and used it as an anvil to crush the roots and leaves with a smaller stone. It wasn't really a fine paste, but the bruised vegetation was smeared on the kabobs before he put them over the fire. 
 Uncle took the cloth to the stream and weighed it down under the surface with a couple stones and washed his hands thoroughly. The cooking meat had a pungency the rabbit the other day hadn't. The seasoning was like ginger and something green, maybe bay leaf by the odor, but much stronger. David was no gourmand to identify spices, but appreciated their unusual intensity. 
 He didn't think they could eat it all, but he was wrong. The skewers were thrown in the fire and burned up entirely so there was nothing to attract pests. Even the cloth soaking in the stream was washed carefully before being spread on a bush to dry. 
 "What did you do with the rest of the deer?" David asked. "Did you bury it to avoid attracting scavengers?" 
 That seemed to amuse Uncle. "No reason to deny the scavengers their meal. The little ones will have at it quickly. If the hyenas don't find it to finish it off the birds will do so in the morning. It's not a waste to feed them." 
 "I'd rather not meet a hyena," David said, "I seem to recall they are formidable. 
 "You rarely meet just one," Uncle said, "but they sense and fear a Sahar, far better than people. If they don't I'll be happy to teach them to have some respect." 
 David didn't say anything. Uncle didn't look like a match for a band of hyenas, but then David realized he probably wouldn't be dinning on rabbit or venison if he were out here alone. He might give it a try, but he'd have had no idea how to even find them without Uncle instructing him, much less throw with anything like the old man's style. 
 * * * 
 The next morning David drank his fill of water and made sure his bottle was filled with fresh without Uncle urging him. He seemed a little out of sorts. David decided not to ask. After all, everybody has morning like that. He was older too, no matter that he seemed in good shape. Maybe something was hurting or the huge meal was too much for him. 
 "Come along," he said eventually. "We'll make a start on some real instruction today, not just woods craft. This is not where I led your father. The place we visited I don't care for as much as I did back then. There are people nearby where there weren't before. They might not come near being busy with their own concerns, caring for their cattle and such. But they almost certainly would see us coming and going at some point. I like my privacy." 
 And that, David reflected, was perfectly understandable, whether it was government satellites overhead or observant herders. 
 The climb was like a good workout at the gym, it left you ready to take a break, but fell short of an exhausting ordeal. Uncle stopped at the edge, not venturing deeper into the interior of the plateau with David but left him there on rocks that made natural seats. If you looked it was possible to even find a place with a backing to lean on and relax. 
 David, who a month ago had examined a dozen executive chairs before picking one that suited him perfectly, now had no trouble finding a suitable warm rock that adjoined a vertical surface at an angle which let him recline. Uncle left him there enjoying a spectacular view, and went off on a semi-mysterious mission. 
 * * * 
 When David woke up the sun was much lower behind them. They were shadowed by the trees behind them, and the valley in front of them was in shadow, but the hill opposite still had sunlight on the top. It was much cooler and there was a bit of a breeze from behind them over the plateau.  
 Perhaps that was what woke him up because Uncle, sitting there quietly, didn't seem to begrudge him his nap. David would have thought him napping too, but he wasn't relaxed enough and his breathing was too rapid. David only looked at him a few seconds before he opened his eyes. 
 "Don't be embarrassed. If you needed sleep it's good you got it. This entire journey is outside your usual way of doing things. It must be tiring." 
 "Do your abilities as a Sahar let you see that in my thoughts?" David asked. 
 Uncle laughed. "It was written plainly on your face. A little child could have seen it." 
 "Fair enough," David said, leaving to ease nature. He figured that was plain enough to see too, so he didn't explain. 
 When he returned Uncle motioned for him to sit near. That hadn't been his custom. He sat beside the old man and looked at the scene. The sunset was hidden behind them but it was pretty in a different way. The golden light on the hill opposite was climbing towards the very peak and would soon be gone. The colors changed and gold made a transition to gray and then purple. 
 "This is what makes a Sahar," Uncle said. 
 David looked down and Uncle had a small piece of plant on the palm of his hand. It was some sort of succulent, very dainty with reddish tinted stems and dark green leaves. I looked almost like it was made from glass, translucent and shiny. 
 "I haven't had any for near half a year, and I can tell my ability has faded. This is all I need," Uncle said, pinching off two tiny leaves and chewing them. "Of course, I have been eating it for years, so I need very little to maintain." 
 "Does it have a name?" David inquired. 
 "Several," Uncle said. "But none in English as far as I know. Most people have little regard for all the weeds if they aren’t an herbalist. Let's call it wizard's jewel. That seems appropriate." 
 David frowned, but spoke carefully, because he did not want to offend Uncle. 
 "Bouh," David said, calling him by name to emphasize how serious he felt about this, "I am very reluctant to take anything that affects my mind. I'm not unfamiliar with hallucinogens, and I'm aware of them being used for religious experiences. Back home there are cacti the Native Americans use that way. It isn't uncommon to have people use them for simple recreation. There are synthetics too. But I've also heard that some people react badly to them. What can you tell me to assure me this is safe?" 
 Uncle smiled at him using his name, at least David hoped that was what made him smile. He hoped it didn't indicate he didn't take the question seriously. 
 "I have no experience with those other things,” Uncle said, “so I can't compare them. All I can do is express as well as I can what this does." 
 "Peyote and mushrooms, or manmade stuff like LSD, make you see vivid colors, transform the appearance of things, and can make you see things that aren't there," David asserted. "Now, I'm going by things I have read, not personal experience. I don't even know anybody who uses this stuff, but I've heard that the experience can reoccur. It may not always be convenient, or safe, to have this happen if you are doing something dangerous, like driving." 
 Uncle seemed interested. "This never makes you see things that aren't there. That sounds very much like an alcohol addict, or someone who drinks absinthe. The wizard jewel makes you see more things that are there. It can be a bit overwhelming. One learns, like being able to drive and talk to a passenger. Some can do it some can't. Some think they can, but when they try they run into a stopped car, because they really couldn't encompass both within their mind. They really go functionally blind if they must say something too complicated." 
 David was surprised at the analogy. "Have you driven a motor car?" 
 "Oh, of course," Uncle said. "I've driven taxi when it was needed. Years ago I made deliveries for a store. We are not entirely backward. Those were old vehicles with manual transmissions too. It took more thought and attention to drive them." 
 "I apologize," David said. 
 "It's nothing," Uncle said, waving it away. "I've certainly never owned one." 
 David regarded the pretty little sprig warily. "So you can take too much of it?" 
 "On some, it has little effect. My nephew had more over the span of a week than I'd dare and declared he just felt a bit odd. He said he kept seeing things from the corners of his vision," Uncle said, flicking his fingers to the side of his head and feigning surprise, "but when he looked they weren't there. I see things..." He made a sweeping gesture with the flat of his hand. "Like when you are in a coffee shop and look out on the street. You can see the bright street, but you also see the reflection of the coffee ship on the inside of the window. You don't usually focus on the reflection. But it's there if you shift your attention to it. And the new things you see will have some colors you've never seen." 
 "How can there be different colors?" David wondered. 
 "You've heard of color blind people," Uncle said with certainty. "How would you tell a man what red or orange looks like if he'd never seen it before?" 
 "Good point," David admitted. "So how long does this take to happen? If I eat a little bit of that right now will things look different tomorrow?" 
 "I've never timed it with a watch," Uncle said, holding out his bare wrist and doing a perfect imitation of somebody checking the time. "But perhaps a quarter hour is not too soon to notice something if you are sensitive. If nothing happens a little more is then called for." David almost never wore a watch either. Why bother when you always have a phone? 
 "Have you talked to somebody who did take too much?" David persisted. 
 "You must understand. There are not a great number of us. A Sahar tends to be regarded as odd. Europeans tend to regard us as frauds. There is no great wealth in it, so a father does not seek a Sahar for his daughter. Some in business would rather not have us as workers. We tend to see too much they would rather keep hidden from customers or partners. I admit we have a reputation for wandering. What father wants his daughter following a poor wandering man? What merchant wants to hire and train a fellow who may grow bored and leave in a month?" 
 But Uncle seemed to suddenly remember the original question. "But yes, I once met a fellow who took too much of the jewel. He said it became too difficult to pay attention to this world. It grew dimmer than the shadow world and he had to concentrate on this," Uncle made a circle of everything around them, "to see it instead of the other. Since we need to walk and eat in this world that was a huge inconvenience and danger. He'd grown thin from neglecting himself and not wishing to travel. It took some months to wear off." 
 David didn't say anything. He was strongly conflicted. 
 "You knew your own father’s nature, and you've been with me now some days, neither of us are dullards," Uncle pointed out. "He had some success in business, didn't he?" 
 "Oh yes. He definitely had some success. He wasn’t a drug zombie by any means. He attributed some of it to what you showed him," David admitted. "Although now I'm wondering if this fades, how long could my father have benefited from it?" 
 "Something, once seen and understood...can the learning not linger after the sight of it has faded?" Uncle asked. 
 That seemed rather insightful. David was embarrassed he hadn't thought it through and come to that conclusion before asking. He was an executive after all. But if it was beneficial, wouldn’t it be much better to have a supply of the plant? Had his father perhaps brought some back? Or if he hadn't thought to, could he?" 
 "Do you know if the plant has the same effect when dried?" David wondered. 
 "I haven't tried that," Uncle admitted. "I want to get away from people occasionally anyway. It's been no burden to come out here now and again and seek it out. If you wish to try preserving some I have no objection. It isn't particularly rare hereabouts. But I think you should try it here, not take it back home and entrust your introduction to it around those inexperienced, who can't explain it to you." 
 "No, no, I hadn't thought to do that at all. I guess I'm getting ahead of myself to worry about that. I may be like your nephew and see little change from it," David said. 
 Uncle didn't say anything. David was pretty much rambling on to himself to delay deciding. 
 "Will I still sleep if I chew some?" David wondered. 
 "It's not stimulating," Uncle said, frowning a little. "But it may fascinate, so you want to stay up. I did pick the late hour because the effects of it are muted by the dark. It may be less confusing than in full sunlight." Yet he still didn't urge David to take it strongly. 
 "I don't think I could honestly tell my father's attorneys I was successful as your student without trying it," David decided. He held out a hand for it. 
 Uncle pursed his lips in thought, pinched off a bit, and laid it on David's palm. It was mildly bitter, but not anything difficult to force himself to swallow. 
 They had talked so long the sunlight was gone from the hill opposite. David sat back and waited for something to happen. Uncle was as always, relaxed and not chatting just to make noise. David couldn't think of anything he really needed to know, so he stayed silent too. The first couple stars were just starting to show. 



 Chapter 7 
 A little breeze picked up. It was refreshing after the warmth of the day. David looked back up and there were a few more stars. The air was clearer here than at home. The stars looked subtly different, the colors more vivid than usual. He'd seen small differences in them before, especially among the brighter ones. 
 The rocks on top of the hill opposite them looked different too. It had a glow to it that got brighter near the top. Exactly the pattern the sun painted on it as it set. David had seen so many satellite images in his business he wondered if he was seeing deeper into the infrared? Could Uncle's plant do that? Wasn't it impossible for that wavelength to pass the cornea? He blinked hard and opened his eyes, but there was a fleeting image...He closed his eyes again and he could see the ghostly outline of the hill, brighter near the top, with his eyes closed. 
 Well... 
 Turning his head he saw a faint shape where he knew Uncle to be. Opening his eyes the man was very difficult to see in detail in the failing light. He sat and thought on that awhile. 
 After reasoning on it a bit he had a few ideas, but more questions than answers. He had serious doubts Uncle would explain all of them either. He could accept that he 'saw' with his brain, not his eyes. But if he was seeing with something else, or even with his brain directly, why did moving his head change anything? Why couldn't he see equally all around him? Or even in a sphere instead of the usual scene in front of him? 
 "Uncle? I do see some odd shapes. Not very detailed, but like a glow where the sun left the hill across the valley warm. But I can tell I'm not seeing it with my eyes. Yet I don't see outside the arc of my normal vision. I'm trying to understand why. Am I saying this well?" 
 "Very well," Uncle said. "You quickly find a cause for what you see. I'm impressed." 
 "That's part of my work," David explained. "I often see pictures of things taken with instruments that can see things a human eye can't." 
 "I am aware doctors have x-ray machines," Uncle said. "I have never had one, but I've seen pictures of them in a book. My niece showed me how they can look right through the flesh and see the bone to explain how the doctors helped her. But the book was in German and I couldn't read it." 
 "Yes, but there are other forms of light," David explained. "The heat you feel off the fire, it can form images just like sunlight, if you have the right sort of machine to do it. Soldiers use it to see in the dark." 
 "How interesting," Uncle said. "I wish we'd met forty or fifty years ago. We might have puzzled out some of these things together." 
 "Why not now?" David asked. 
 "You are kind, but I'm an old man. I suspect it is going to take you a long time to puzzle out why a Sahar can do certain things. I've never met anyone who immediately started questioning how it worked. Everyone has been content to just use it, even your father." 
 David was conflicted by that statement. Uncle’s appearance was rather ambiguous to guess his age. He’d have been hard put to say if he a rough looking middle aged man or a youthful oldster, but talking about forty of fifty years ago he was older than David thought. Rather than chance an insulting Uncle with a foolish assumption he decided to speak only about his father. 
 “Ah, well yeah. He was a rather direct man. A very practical man. He'd find a formula for the way a stock or an industry changed price and use it, but when I asked why it worked he insisted it didn't matter. He once told me people expend tremendous effort to simply affirm their gut feeling with a facade of rationalization." 
 "Was he wrong?" Uncle asked. 
 "Sometimes," David insisted. "I have offended some people by saying the same thing about psychiatry. That it is often farce masquerading as science." 
 "My English fails there. I seem to remember in a video a fellow seeing a psychiatrist, if that is the same. I assume so the words are so close. But I forget what the man did for him. It's been awhile too. I confess I probably remember the simple lessons of cartoons from your culture better than movies trying to impart a serious message." 
 "Psychiatry seeks to help people with mental illness. Where it can show a physical basis for illness I agree, but where it simply enforces cultural norms and acts for the family or state over the individual I object. Social things aren't objective standards, they are a matter of taste and preference," David insisted. 
 Uncle had a different tone to his voice in the dark. "Perhaps that is why so many Sahar seek to be alone. A great many of the things people do seem silly and petty if you have even a little deeper insight into their emotions and motives." 
 "How can a plant possibly give you that ability?" David asked. "Even if it's a drug?" 
 "You will see a play of new colors right on a person's face," Uncle assured him, "Does that seem so farfetched? Do you not already read a person's expressions, seeing if they become flushed or pale from emotion? This is superior because they can’t learn how to hide it." 
 "You convince me," David admitted. "But how will I know what these new things mean when I see them?" 
 "Experience," Uncle said with certainty, "Some will show alongside the same old signs you already know, but these are more reliable than the common things people learn to hide because they can see them in others. Neither can looking in a mirror reveal them." 
 Uncle sat in companionable silence for awhile before he spoke again. 
 "The few I've trained, because no Sahar tries to instruct a mob or gather a following, have not been as given to examining the way it comes upon them as you." 
 Yeah, I'd say the process," David said. "It goes with my business. When I look at data I have to know how it was collected to know how to regard it." 
 "I would not normally explain things ahead," Uncle said. "The student can too often strain, looking for something until they convince themselves they see something." 
 "Yeah, you get the same with analysts looking at pictures of the Earth taken from a satellite. They start seeing dunes or roads where it is blank as a clean sheet of paper." 
 "So, don't strive for it, but be aware you may eventually see connections between things," Uncle warned. 
 "Would you give an example?" David requested. 
 Uncle thought on it long enough it must not be a simple question. 
 "You will see a connection between husband and wife. The more so if they have been together a long time. Things...objects can have a connection, if a man has carried something in his pocket for years. I have been told the country people occasionally ask Sahar to judge who is the true owner of an object. Sometimes what you see is not how other people would judge it. You may learn to be careful assuming who is bonded to who when meeting people. Their public matching may not be what their inner persons tell you. Best to let them tell you before you embarrass yourself and anger people by saying out loud what the community likely already knows and politely ignores..." 
 David laughed at that, imagining the pitfalls. "But you didn't address why I see these new things in front of me very much like I was using my eyes." 
 "I'm not sure," Uncle admitted. "I don't remember clearly how it happened from when I was trained. I was young and it was confusing at the time. I can only guess. If say, you'd never used your left eye, if your mother had put a bandage over it when you were born, and never allowed it to be used. Then if years later the bandage was ripped off, would you then suddenly see like all other men?" 
 "Probably not," David admitted. That raised a whole list of other questions in his mind, but Uncle sounded tired. He didn't want to badger him. 
 David had been thinking, elbows on his knees and fingers interlaced beneath his chin. He grew stiff and leaned back stretching his legs and looked at the sky again. His gasp made Uncle ask, "A new insight?" 
 "The stars," David said. "There is a web between them!" 
 "Pretty isn't it?" Uncle asked calmly. 
 "Like lace," David said. 
 "Hmmm...yes, that’s not a big item locally, but I know what you mean," Uncle agreed. 
 David shut up and just enjoyed it. After a bit he shut his eyes and could still see it faintly if he tried with his eyes closed. Like that he fell asleep easier. 
 * * * 
 The sun woke him from the bright sky long before it rose over the hill opposite them. He stretched and went off to ease nature and get the stiffness out. Uncle had refilled the water bottles and left his visible. Nothing looked all that different and yet it did. He just had no terms to describe it clearly. 
 Uncle looked like he hadn't slept well. David thought he should avoid pestering him with trivial questions. His face was actually a little flushed like he might not feel well. He started to ask if he might do anything for him, then looked harder. The flush was different. A different hue, but nothing for which he had a name. He found that disturbing. Well, it seemed bluish, but no blue he'd ever seen before. Not an entirely new color but like the rainbow was grabbed and stretch adding more bands. 
 If one had never seen anything but red and yellow before and something orange was shown to you, surely you’d class it with yellow and red immediately. It was like that. 
 When David looked around carefully he was pretty sure the same was true of the reds. There were some tiny berries that glistened with odd highlights. When he closed his eyes he didn't see it. But there was a sort of not quite random pattern to the backs of his eyelids that hadn't been there before. More like seeing a dirty windshield than an actual scene, or looking at something as a negative image with all the color reversed. He did that occasionally with satellite images and it took time before the eye learned to see the patterns one saw in normal colors. 
 When he opened his eyes Uncle was observing him, amused. 
 "Yes, it is working with you. My nephew didn't see anything for a week. One wonders what it is that makes a difference?" 
 "If we had a big enough group we could probably run a DNA profile on everybody and see some sort of pattern in what ancestry is sensitive," David said. "There might even be a particular gene that is responsible and can be isolated." 
 Uncle gave a dismissive wave. "In the videos I've seen police claim to identify a person from traces, like their spit. This is beyond my schooling and understanding. It's true then, not simply a thing made up for the theatre?" 
 "It is, but of course in movies and TV shows they simplify far too much. Sure, you can find a tissue at a crime scene and prove somebody blew their nose in it, but does that prove anything? Does it even prove the person was there, much less committed the crime? I worry that now you may be able to take somebody's discarded tissue from a waste basket and frame them for a crime. You could take one at random from a public trash can and have the police running in circles trying to find someone who had nothing to do with it. The sad thing is they may feel they are being clever..." 
 "You are a remarkably sensible man for your age," Uncle allowed. 
 "My work has instructed me," David said, humbly. "I've drawn the wrong conclusion from all sorts of data and then been instructed later that I made faulty assumptions at the very start." 
 Uncle furrowed his brow and regarded David. "As you asked me last night, can you give an example?" 
 "Sure. We saw from high above an area that had been planted with different crops than usual. We wondered why and had all sorts of theories. They might have been motivated to by government programs. They might not have been able to get their usual seed supplies. The crop they didn't plant took more fertilizer, so perhaps it wasn't as available or the price had gone up. One fellow even theorized they were looking at the futures markets. It's a global market in grains after all. Maybe they saw this as a more profitable crop to put in. We had as many theories as we had analysts studying it." 
 Uncle nodded. "What did it turn out to be?" 
 "One old farmer who was noted for being successful made a habit of having breakfast with a couple others. He noted that the year before he bought seed corn and it stayed wet too late to get it in. He ended up buying sorghum as a rush order late, his seed corn from the year before didn’t store well. The price of fertilizer was up and sorghum uses less than corn. He pointed out a paid weather forecasting service they all trusted more than the government weather service predicted a repeat of the wet weather, and told the other farmers he was planning on planting sorghum from the start this year. 
 "Both of the farmers did poorly the year previous, so they paid attention. They spoke to others, and the county service noted it as a trend. The farming community is surprisingly tight. There is half the degrees of separation among them as the world at large. It was traceable once we had human intelligence to one person. He had much more influence than he or anybody else thought," David said. 
 "I'm not clear what you mean by degrees of separation," Uncle said. 
 "How many people it takes to link any one person with another," David explained, making a hopping motion with his hand by way of illustration. 
 "How many among the farmers?" Uncle asked. 
 "Three," David assured him. 
 Uncle sat and thought about it awhile. David let him think. "So small...and yet, I can picture my nephew’s community in my mind and it is as small, or perhaps even two." 
 "I don't know if you've heard the English expression," David said, "but it's a well know phrase that, 'It's a small world'. People are surprised just how small. Six links will connect most any two people." 
 Uncle looked at him skeptically. "Me and the head of... the Russian Republic," he challenged David. “Surely there are more than five people between us.” 
 "You know me. I know several Congressmen and a couple large business owners who have met the Russian President." 
 Uncle looked stunned. "I do see how it works. This is a power I never knew I held." 
 "My father taught me this principle when I was about eight years old," David said. "I was whining about being powerless and he told me this. Then he added that the real lack of power came from not having anything worth my links repeating up the line to people of influence. The lesson stuck with me." 
 "It's a good student from whom you can learn," Uncle acknowledged. "Would you like to go hunting with me? We don't have to climb down. There are quail up here." 
 "Yeah, I'm starved." 



 Chapter 8 
 In another three days David knew a half dozen root plants he could eat, several fruits, and a number of plants that could be eaten as greens. He was aware of four birds and seven edible mammals. He passed on worms, grubs, amphibians and mushrooms to Uncle's amusement. 
 Based on his progress Uncle gave him another dose of the plant. He was much less afraid of it now. But neither did he feel an immediate boost in his abilities. He picked some of the wizard’s jewel to dry in the sun and take home. When he offered to have Uncle hold it for him it was waved away. 
 "One wonders if there are people anywhere who can see the same as I am learning without needing the jewel," David speculated. 
 "You are full of endless speculations," Uncle said, but he didn't make it sound like a reproof, just a statement of fact. 
 "Do you get dust storms here?" David asked, looking out over the valley. 
 "Not often and never in this season. What made you ask?" Uncle asked. 
 "I thought I saw a haze, like there was dust in the air," David said, following a line along the valley with an extended finger. 
 "A haze? Or does it have structure if you look at it...closer?" Uncle asked. 
 "How does one look at it closer?" Dave insisted. 
 Uncle looked perplexed. "How can such a thing be taught? Can I teach you to look at the mountain?" He gave a wave at the opposite hill. 
 "I guess not," David admitted. "I'll...experiment." 
 After a bit David leaned back. "This can be very tiring," he admitted. 
 "Eat something," Uncle advised him. "The berries will make you feel better fastest." 
 David wished he had a mirror. He had more beard than he'd ever grown in his life and he could see his belly was flatter and his legs thinner than he’d ever seen. On the other hand, he felt as good as he had in years. He really felt like he was twenty again. He didn't think he had lost any cognitive ability, but then a drunk thought his judgment was just as good drunk as sober. Sometimes they even perceived themselves as better drunk. He didn't trust his own judgment on that score without some actual testing. 
 "I feel good, is it the plant doing that?" he asked directly. 
 "I doubt it," Uncle said, then looked uncomfortable. "When I first saw you, I saw the patterns on your face." He drew a circle around his own face again like he had in the past. "You had the face of a bread eater, a farmer. My nephew has the same thing from growing fat on rice and sweets. This is my personal opinion from observation. It's bad for you. He'll die younger than he needs to and it drags him down like a boat anchor. You might think on that for when you go home.” 
 David was surprised. "Well, all I have is your face. I don't have others to compare." 
 Uncle nodded acknowledging that. "You'll see. I can tell you are coming into your powers. You'll be able to tell the people who have an illness. Not all illness comes upon you from outside. Some live foolishly, fond of khat and hashish and alcohol. Some have defects of heart or mind," he said, touching those parts. "Sometimes a whole family has a defect, if they can get children before it becomes evident. It's a shame." 
 "OK, I'll eat some of the berries and practice my looking," David agreed. 
 Davis ate the berries slowly, savoring each one. It still looked like a haze, like fog except it didn't block seeing the hill opposite or down the valley. It followed the line of the valley...wait, followed how? He looked in the distance and then close, looked back and away. It had grain. Not as obvious as lines in wood or the flow in a stream, but subtle. Sort of like the curtain of rain falling kilometers away, or a sunbeams filtered through a tree. It reached into the distance in parallel, not aimed at a point like the rays from a setting sun. 
 David tried to describe what he saw to Uncle. It was frustrating. He didn't feel he did a very good job. Uncle for his part looked out over the valley and thought. He pursed his lips. David expected him to speak. He usually did after that mannerism. 
 "Do me a favor," Uncle proposed. 
 "Anything," David agreed. 
 "How you've changed," Uncle said, amused. 
 "Well, I've learned you're not going to ask me to fling myself off the escarpment or eat a worm now that you know how it revolts me." 
 "Can you see what you are telling me about only in the distance?" Uncle asked, waving a hand at the vast landscape, or nearby too?" 
 David looked around, at the nearby rocks, first one way and then another. He sighed and closed his eyes and did the same thing. "It's here close, but much easier to see over a bigger area. I couldn't have seen it at all yesterday." 
 "Take up your knife in your hand," Uncle said. 
 David looked at him funny, wondering if he was going to make him regret saying "anything", but he did so holding his hand out flat with it rather than grasping it. 
 "Do you see it?" uncle asked. 
 David gasped and almost dropped the knife. He turned it around slowly several times. 
 "It gathers the lines and has its own," he said, and then thought on it. And the lines across the valley. They all go off north." He took the knife and struck the back of the blade sharply on a rock, carefully keeping it pointed north. The curly disorganized lines near the blade evened out somewhat. "I can see magnetic fields!" he said amazed. 
 "And now you see another reason Sahar dislike the city and mobs of people," Uncle said. "It a chaos of tangled unnatural lines, squiggling and moving. Instead of this serene beauty," he said waving a hand at the valley." 
 "This shocks you," Uncle said after a bit, surprised. 
 "It certainly does. All these lines...they all look parallel here, because the field is so BIG, as big as the Earth, surrounding it, but they all go to one place at either end," David said, trying to instruct Uncle. 
 "So I've heard, but I'll never go that far away to see it myself," Uncle said. 
 "I'm just really flipped out. What else will I see?" 
 "Oh, quite a bit yet," Uncle promised, "but it may take a few days." 
 * * * 
 It was three more days, before David saw something strange. They were eating something Uncle brought back to camp. David didn't even ask what it was. It was red meat, some sort of mammal, so he didn't object as long as it wasn't something disgusting. Uncle made a kabob with napoles and some sort of small tart fruits. 
 "Is there something different in the fire?" David asked, frowning at it. 
 "The same as it has been for days," Uncle said, offering no clues. 
 "It looks different," David insisted. "Like when a knot pops and there's a flurry of sparks, but it's doing it steadily." 
 "Ah, I may be able to help with that. Finish your meal," Uncle urged him, "and I will test you after. I've noticed you’re very fond of testing things." 
 David didn't argue, it was true, but he didn't consider that a bad thing. 
 "Attend!" Uncle said after all the skewers and scraps were burned and there was nothing to attract scavengers or vermin. He was mock stern however, enjoying it. 
 "Yees...Maaaster..." David said in his best horror movie voice. Uncle didn't dignify it with a response or let on if he got the reference. 
 "You've seen me do this. It may look different now." He prepared a fire starting stick, curling chips of wood back but not cutting them off. It looked a bit like a miniature toilet brush, or some of the flowers his neighbor used to grow along their fence. 
 Without any more explanation Uncle held it near the fire, concentrated on it and made it burst into flame. This time was different. The same sort of sparks he saw in the fire gathered from all around the stick, just appeared out of thin air, flowing to the stick until it darkened and ignited. David however noticed the sparks all came from a pretty small volume, perhaps a hundred millimeters across. 
 "See it?" Uncle asked. "They're everywhere, but you really have to look for them. Then, well it's hard to explain. It isn't just looking this time. You have to want them to come together. Some never can do this, and if they can it's tiring. Don't be upset if you can't do it yet." 
 David sat and thought about it, thought about heat and conduction, Brownian movement, and Maxwell's Demons. Air held a certain amount of heat. The stick had heat too, but making it travel down the length of the stick would be difficult. Wood was a pretty good insulator. This whole idea would give his physics professor a stroke. He wasn't too comfortable with it himself. 
 The larger the volume of air he tried to influence the more heat there would be to get, he reasoned. David made a stick like Uncle, but it wasn't as pretty or as even, but then, how many thousands had Uncle made over the years? Uncle was sitting back, relaxed, holding his chin. Interested, but not concerned if David failed. 
 David held his ugly stick out towards the fire, but he visualized a much larger volume of air. There was nothing. It was as useful as pushing a string, then he thought about the false color the sparks had too. A LOT of sparks rushed in from a meter in every direction. The stick burst into flame too fast to see it brown, the heat so intense David had to drop it and yank his hand back. 
 "Na'am! Na'am! Na'am" Uncle laughed slapping his leg with his hand and laughing. "I thought you were going to be a good one!" 
 Uncle was right. He felt drained, and he slept really well. 
 * * * 
 When Uncle was off finding some food the next day David was still thinking about it. He pictured a big volume of air and brought all the sparks together in front of him. He willed them into a smaller and smaller volume. At last he had a white marble of incandescent air in front of him so hot he could feel it on his face. He let it dissipate and sat there trembling. Some was the effort of doing it, some was the shock of being able to. 
 When Uncle returned he looked concerned at David. "You were pushing yourself," he accused. "You can overdo this just like running too far or trying to go too long without sleep you know. I'm not sure if one can actually injure themselves by draining their energies away, but please don't find out for me." 
 "Surely, if it can be done, you must have heard the story," David insisted. 
 "Third hand," Uncle admitted. "I have not seen it myself, but I was told a Sahar defended both himself and some companions. They fed him and nursed him but the man was old and he didn't recover and died." 
 "Protected them from what?" David demanded. 
 "A pack of hyenas. They are powerful animals and can be vicious. He reached out, and killed them. But it drained him." 
 David sat and thought about that for awhile and Uncle watched him. "I'm glad you didn't ask how," Uncle finally said. 
 "I have some ideas actually, but it drains me to light a fire. I think given a pack of hyenas I'd rather my Sig Sauer and an extra magazine," David decided. "I have an idea I'd like to try..." 
 "Tomorrow," Uncle said sharply. "Your face is like a man who has run the whole morning. Here, eat. You need it," Uncle ordered. 
 * * * 
 The next day Uncle quizzed David on what made him so tired. He felt confident he could repeat it with less effort briefly and demonstrated. Uncle couldn’t really see the value of it but admitted it was a new trick to him. It required far too much effort to keep going to like a flashlight at night. 
 In the afternoon he asked David what he saw in the sky. He walked him around to several locations and asked him to describe anything untoward. He saw some pale lines, a sort of shading in the sky from one vantage, but nothing else. Uncle apparently was satisfied he was safe to have some more of the plant and doled it out to him. 
 Toward evening uncle went away and came back with some small birds. There wasn't much meat on them outside the breast, but they took the time to pick off what they could. David felt thoroughly recovered and full of his supper. 
 "I'd like to experiment with something," David announced. 
 "As long as it doesn't touch on me, feel free," Uncle invited. 
 David pulled out his clear plastic water bottle. There was a small amount left in it still. 
 "If you are going to heat water in that I have to warn you," Uncle said quickly. "Ruin that bottle and I have no replacement for you. It is possible to heat tea that way, in a metal cup, just like a fire stick. However you may still find it a strain to do an entire cup." 
 "Not my thought at all, but thank you." 
 David loosened the cap and tilted the bottle so the water was all to one side in the bottom, holding the top portion. It was harder to see the little sparks in the bright daylight. He had to remember to look for the new color too. This time he willed the sparks away from entire area around the bottom of the bottle, centered on the water itself. 
 He almost dropped it in surprise, because he felt the effect of his efforts before he saw anything. The bottle felt cooler in his hand quickly. Uncle saw his reaction but said nothing. He resumed removing the sparks, and could feel the effort sap him, but kept at it. After about four minutes he saw what he wanted happen. The water crystallized in a heartbeat. 
 David kept willing the heat out of it until he was confident if wouldn't revert too quickly and tipped the bottle back vertical. The little crescent of ice stayed in the corner until he jarred it against his other hand to break it loose. 
 He rattled the cube in the bottle to show Uncle it was ice and handed it to him. The old man took it and felt the cold. His expression was surprised, but delighted. 
 "How did you ever think of that?" Uncle demanded. 
 "Well, you showed me how to move heat," David said. "I just did what a freezer does to make ice cubes, but without all the machinery." 
 "But I don't know how a freezer works," Uncle said. "Any fool can plug one in and use it. They make it simple enough. But if I had to build one, or even repair one, well, you better not need it too badly, because I wouldn't know where to start." 
 "I'm more into electronic things," David admitted. "But I had to have a lot of basic science courses to get to the more complicated electronics. I had chemistry and physics. We studied about the nature of heat and how gasses behave." 
 "You must have been a good student," Uncle said. 
 "Only in the things in which I already had an interest. Some of the other courses they required you take I didn't do so well. I could have gone into math a lot more and I was terrible at writing things out to explain them to others. I was an indifferent student of history, in school, but now that I'm older I find it interesting and read about it on my own. At the time I had little use for it. 
 "I wasn't as bad as some of my classmates, but there were times I grew weary of the routine and just wanted to have some fun," David said. "Then it's hard to sit and listen to a lecture on three hours sleep and hung over from the night before." 
 "Ah, well... they could avoid those problems if they didn't accept men as students until they are thirty years old and past such foolishness," Uncle declared. 
 "That's an interesting solution," David said. 
 "My view of things may be different than yours," Uncle admitted. "I never had the privilege of a formal education. Not a single day of it." 
 David felt a sudden need to be careful. It would be easy to offend the man by saying the wrong thing. "In what ways did you acquire an informal education?" 
 "In a remote village you get lessons from most of your relatives, by working mostly. Sometimes the work isn't that hard but you must sit and keep at it. It becomes tiring and boring. If it isn't too strenuous to talk the older one can help pass the time with tales. They aren't always meant to teach something, but they often do anyway. Just reminiscing about how things used to be fifty or sixty years ago in their experience. My one uncle mentioned he was a grown man and had a wife before he saw his first motorcar. It jolted me at the time." 
 David nodded. "My father related a similar thing. He once asked his grandmother what was the most important invention was to her, during her life. He expected something like airplanes or getting a telephone. Instead, she said it was getting wire screens on the windows to keep all the bugs and mosquitoes out in the summertime." 
 "In a remote village you get lessons from most of your relatives. The things craftsmen do are often done outside or under just an awning, but if children have free time to stand and watch they run the risk of being recruited to work a bellows or fetch things. Parents loan out children for tasks and many get sent to work and end up trying many different trades. I enjoyed making pottery and helped a weaver, but I made clear to my parents I had no wish to be a tanner before they thought to sent me to one. I was a bit fastidious," Uncle admitted. 
 "That's stinky work, isn't it?" David asked. 
 "Stinky and filthy," Uncle agreed. "Not every village wants a tannery. Those that do allow one put it well down-wind and as far away as practical." 
 Dave decided to risk telling him a truth. "In my country now it is impossible to get permission to have a child work. It's seen as abuse and can put you in jail. In fact, it's near impossible to let your child roam free in your neighborhood without supervision. If the police see them alone in public they will bring them home or take them to other authorities and you may lose custody." 
 Uncle looked skeptical and then disgusted. 
 "How do you feel about that?" Uncle asked. 
 "I think they're insane," Dave said. 
 "I don't think you were raised that way," Uncle decided. "You don't display the wounded spirit of something raised in a cage." 
 The cooling took as much effort or more as heating something. David took a nap, stretched out in the sun like an old cat. Uncle didn't reprove him. 
 The next dose of plant seemed to have more impact to David. There was less effort needed to see the new colors and textures. Rather than strain to see them and close his eyes to shut off normal vision it was more of an overlay, like a heads up display. 
 Uncle counseled it could be confusing and distracting until one became accustomed to it. He didn't use the term, but David took the sum of his warnings to mean he could experience sensory overload. Uncle gave an example of being so distracted by all the new detail that one forgot to look for traffic and stepped in front of a truck. 
 Being in the wilderness to become acclimated to his new senses was probably easier than the environment in town. Uncle made clear the additional input from concentrated human activities was still irritating to him after years to grow accustomed to it. But David was itching to apply the sensors and instruments of his business to the new sensations and visions. He knew he was looking at magnetic fields, but he very much wanted to see what power lines and digitals feeds looked like. Could he perceive microwaves or ionizing radiation? He wanted to see if he could learn to judge a person's state of mind or general health like Uncle suggested was possible. 
 It was entirely believable to him. Various mechanisms suggested themselves. Just the blood flow within the face would alter the temperature of the skin. He was learning to see temperature better too. He could see different colors and patterns in Uncle now, but he had nothing to compare them to. He was like a babe learning facial expressions. It would take time to see the patterns by comparing a lot of samples. But he was still learning simpler things. 
 David went with Uncle to find food. Uncle nodded unsurprised when he reported seeing odd colors and patterns leaking from within foliage or as a blush on the surface of water. The bits flashing from beneath the bushes Uncle confirmed as likely rabbits, although there were other possibilities. The patterns on the water could be from any number of amphibians or small fish. Bugs were still hard to see other than with normal vision. 
 When they passed an outcropping of rock David had to stop and examine it. There was a vein of a different color running through it. In his old vision it was greenish, but its new false color was the brightest David had seen yet. Uncle just shrugged when asked why. 
 "I don't know why it's green, so how would I know why it is bright?" he explained. Not sharing any name for the newly perceived color. 
 "I wonder what its composition is? It might be a particular kind of metal or a rare mineral." David speculated. "Like you, I'm not trained in Geology." 
 "One man can't learn everything in a lifetime," Uncle said. 



 Chapter 9 
 David asked for more of the plant and to be shown what sort of places it grew. 
 "Let us proceed with caution," Uncle counseled. "I shall walk you around and point out patches of the wizard jewel, but first you must agree to let me regulate how much you take while you are my student." 
 "I totally agree," David said. "I haven't got such an elevated opinion of myself that I think I can move on beyond your instruction. I want to see what sort of places it grows, because I hope to take some home and cultivate it there." 
 "I can see the truth of that in your face," Uncle said. "One small leaf for now. I don't want to lead you back home by the hand because this world is mere shadows compared to the other." 
 "I wonder," David said, going down a different line of thought suddenly. "You spoke of the things I'm seeing as a shadow world. Are there others in that world as blind to ours, as most here are to theirs? Do they pull power from our side or bring it here? 
 "You are apprenticing to the wrong person to explore that," Uncle warned. "To see the other side a little and tap it is much different than fully embracing it to the point of even visiting it. I'm just a Sahar. You would need to be taught by. . . a magician is your closest word I think. There are very few, far fewer than Sahars even and none my friend. They tend to enslave their students and selfishly keep most of their knowledge, so I wouldn't recommend it as a way to live. Sahar and magicians don't get along so well. We see the source of their power and frustrate it. That's doesn't endear us to the sort of person who seeks to use those powers selfishly." 
 "You've never mentioned them to me," David protested. 
 "You would be astonished all the things I haven't told you yet," Uncle assured him. "Truth is, I won't have time to teach you everything I know, but I don't think it was your father's intent, nor yours, to become a Sahar. I don't see you leaving the life you have behind. You want a measure of the skills, but not the solitary life, nor want what I'm sure you consider poverty, do you?" 
 "No, I want to go back to my people," David confessed. "I like my soft bed and the comforts and entertainments so common there. I do not look down on your choice to live as you wish. Not even your countrymen who have no talent like you." 
 Uncle examined his face in more detail than usual. 
 "You lie," he decided. "But I forgive you, because it is a small lie. The bulk of it is truth, but you have some reservations. Also, you aren't lying to me, but are lying to yourself about your own feelings. It isn't evil at its root, but embarrassment at what you know to be a defect that you will learn to control in time." 
 Uncle said it with such conviction it there was no arguing the point. David decided he would rather have that argument with himself when he had some privacy again. 
 "It seems like I should know about dangers like magicians," David said, changing the subject back to something less uncomfortable. 
 "Oh you will, it will seem obvious if you find such. If you meet a Sahar you will see the way he thinks on his face, just like the untalented. A Sahar would never try to hide his mind from you. If you find a man with obvious ability to wield power, but who tries to mask his face and thoughts you will know. It would matter little what you call him magician, trickster, wizard or whatever. He will be as obvious as the untalented who are similarly broken and sick, no matter how he also tries to shield it behind superficial smiles and kind eyes. It's no wonder they hate those who can read them." 
 "And that's it?" David asked. "There are no other dangers or traps?" 
 "By no means," Uncle corrected. "There are dangers I may see and show you, but you must be alert to what is odd and different as a possible danger all your life. I have no idea what may be present or even different than here, back in your own land. If I came to America looking for you, would I not find different hazards?" 
 "Indeed, just crossing a busy street might risk your life some places," David agreed. He got suddenly pensive and serious. 
 "A troubling thought?" Uncle asked. 
 "Yes, you are teaching me skills in this specific environment," David said, waving a hand around at the empty hills. "I'm not sure how much, or how well, I will apply that to living in an urban technological society. Just reading faces, as you mentioned, will take experience. I am not even getting that experience in the wilds here. I may delay going home to spend some time here in the relatively small quiet city." 
 "I can spend a week or two with you in the city before the din of urban living drives me back away," Uncle promised. "The wires, the radio, metal everywhere and the stink of unnatural things can be ignored for a little while." 
 "I think you might find Atlanta to be hell," David decided. "Someplace like New York City would simply be unendurable. There are those who claim that is true with just normal vision and hearing." 
 "I never plan to test it," Uncle assured him. 
 "You said radio," David remembered. "Is it something you sense just like the magnetic lines?" 
 "Yes, you will see it soon I think, as rapidly as you are progressing." 
 "But there is no radio around here," David protested. 
 "Oh no. Even here. It had grown dim until I ate some more plant, but you see it on the horizon. The airplanes fly over so high you can’t see them or hear them with mundane senses, but they are haloed with the color of radio and they flicker with other radio colors," Uncle assured him. 
 "I'm barely starting then," David said, somewhat disheartened. 
 "Ha! You despair when you grow faster than any student I've ever seen!" 
 "Oh, well it's all about me," David said, factitiously and put on a prissy face. 
 "It is," Uncle surprised him by agreeing. "That's why we are out here. Every man must have a little of that in his heart to keep on living. But to balance it with knowing every other man is the same is one of the hard parts of wisdom." 
 "You say man. I have to ask if there are women who are Sahars?" David asked. 
 "Not to my knowledge. Now, that is not the same as asking if a woman could be a Sahar," Uncle pointed out. 
 "If it were possible wouldn't it happen?" David insisted. 
 "I am not isolated from my culture," Uncle reminded him. "I am aware women can be fine doctors and lawyers, artists and scholars. However, very few are allowed to do so in the city we just left. Do you think your father would have sent a daughter of your age and ability to wander the desert with me? 
 "I can assure you my nephew, who regards me with much respect, would never send his daughter with me like this. And that is even in the absence of any religious prohibition, because I am a senior male relative, fit to lead her about in public. This is a thing ingrained much deeper than superficial religious rules. To send her off with me he'd have to deal with her mother, with his second wife allied against him. Be assured that wouldn't fly at all." 
 David laughed at Uncles expression and nodded agreement. "The power of a wife is nothing to be trifled with. In my company I had to explain to a fellow that a secretary is not a person you treat with contempt, because they hold a similar position of unnamed but very real powers. If they wish to present you in an unfavorable light and follow your requests very literally rather than support your interests it can destroy your standing in the company or even your career." 
 "I can see that," Uncle said, thinking on it. "Contest with your wife and you are picking a fight with the woman who makes your tea and cooks your food. Contest with your secretary, and... ” He invited David to complete the expression with an open palm. 
 "You are messing with the woman who will decide when your boss calls whether to tell him you are with an important client, or simply that she saw you put your golf clubs in your car and leave, without any detail. Who can correct a slip of your grammar in the letter you dictated, or leave them in to allow you to look like an unlettered fool." 
 "Much as I suspected," Uncle said. "Your women have wider opportunity than ours," Uncle admitted. "But it's not really equality is it? 
 "Not by a long shot," David agreed. "They try to make it a matter of law, but we both know laws are like your religious rules. They are subordinate to the reality of what people feel is right. But that equality has in the last couple generations become a goal towards which a lot of people are working." 
 "I see a danger there," Uncle said. "Opening the door to be a doctor or builder or whatever is a kindness, if a woman wants to follow that path. But to insist they do so, when it is not a joy, makes it a burden. 
 "I myself have no desire to expend all my energies telling people which path they should follow. They won't thank me for it. I'm selfish enough not to want to try to right every wrong if it swallows up all the days of my life." 
 "I'm inclined to agree, when you express it so clearly," David said. After thinking on it a bit he added, "I think people tend to follow almost any new idea, even a basically good one, until they go overboard on it." 
 "A surprising idea for one so young," Uncle said. "Moderation is not a common fault of young men." 
 "I'm hungry and don't feel very moderate about it," David confessed. "Might we do a little hunting as a lesson before it is too late today?" 
 "We can, and perhaps you can see the blush of a rabbit hiding by now," Uncle said. 
 * * * 
 It wasn't just rabbits David quickly realized. There were a lot of small creatures betraying their presence. The new colors were. . . interesting. When one looked very different David stopped and pointed. 
 "What's in there?" he demanded of Uncle. 
 "A snake." For some reason that amused him. He held his palm up to forestall any more questions. 
 "Yes, a poisonous one," Uncle assured him, anticipating his question." 
 "Venomous," David insisted, miffed. "It's only poisonous if you eat the part with the venom in it." 
 Uncle smiled and shrugged. "Same result from inside or from without." 
 Dave had to admit he had a point there, but said nothing. 
 "There," Uncle said, regarding the next clump of foliage. "See the glow is bigger? The others have been things like mice. This is almost certainly a rabbit." 
 "Do you want me to throw at him?" David asked. 
 "Only if you aren't hungry. You are some days and much practice from being able to hit a running rabbit," Uncle assured him. 
 "How should I practice?" David asked. 
 "You said you have a pistol," Uncle reminded him. "Surely you took some time to become proficient with it. How did you do that?" 
 "Shooting at paper targets on a range. But people talk about going out in the country and shooting at improvised targets like tin cans," David admitted. "I suppose I can do the same." 
 "There is all the land before you without another soul to worry about," Uncle said, with a grand sweep of his arm. "You could shoot your pistol with little risk. There is not as much as a window to break within a day's walk. Throw away. I predict you will find stationary targets challenge enough at first." 
 * * * 
 Uncle was right. After a few days it became apparent David would never have the range and power the old man retained, much less what he must have had in his youth. He was improving on steering the rock towards the target. Another small piece of the herb aided him along on that. Trouble was he didn't have the smooth fast release of a baseball pitcher. He was starting to suspect he wasn't even very good Little League material. 
 He'd enjoyed hiking, swimming and other physical activities as a young man, but never team sports. He wasn't clumsy, but he lacked the smooth strong flow of motion of a natural athlete. 
 Uncle just shrugged it off. "Nobody is good at everything. I've seen you do things I had no idea could be done. Making the ice was astonishing. I'd say that you should let the idea go and not worry about it if you never become very good at throwing. How many rabbits do you intend to hunt when you go back home?" 
 "None," David admitted, "but it irks me." 
 Uncle nodded. "I can see that. As a boy I threw rocks for all my years growing up. It's what we all did. We had a good supply," he said with a smile and waved his hand at the surrounding area. There was lots of bare ground littered with pebbles and bigger rocks everywhere, easy to pick up. "Throw them if you wish, but I wouldn't neglect other talents to master this." 
 "You're right," David decided. "I'll keep throwing stones when we walk along, but stop fretting about perfecting it." 



 Chapter 10 
 "We need to go to a different camp site for a few days," uncle informed him early in the morning. "There are people coming here and they will probably stay in the area a few days. They aren't the sort I'd like to meet up with, so we will just avoid them." 
 "How do you know this?" David asked. 
 Uncle didn't look happy with the question. "I believe the correct response to that in English is, "A little birdie told me." 
 "Ah, yes. I've heard that idiom," David admitted. That was interesting. Uncle wasn't telling him everything. 
 "Should we cover up the fact we stayed here?" David wondered, looking around at the ground and remains of their fire. 
 When Uncle said nothing right away he added. "Would these people track us if they see the camp is recent?" 
 That got a smile. "No these people are too smart to track after someone. It is far more dangerous to track than to be tracked. The advantage is to the one setting an ambush. So they will be content to claim the camp for a day or two. If they are ignorant of that principle, or have grown bold I'll retrain them," Uncle promised. 
 "OK," David agreed and didn't press for more. 
 David didn't ask how far their next camp would be. By mid-day his fingers were a bit sore from picking up and flinging rocks. He’d built up enough endurance he wasn't really tired, but he was bored. 
 When Uncle stopped so abruptly he almost walked into him. 
 "What do you see ahead?" Uncle asked. 
 David wasn't sure what sort of a test this was. He came up beside him and Uncle held a hand out to keep him from stepping beyond him. It jogged an old memory. His mother used to throw an arm up like that when she had to brake the car hard. Even when they had seat belts and he was a teenager bigger than her who she'd have no real chance of holding back. 
 He looked off in the distance and Uncle having turned his head to examine his face said, "No, much closer than that." 
 They were walking up a narrow gully. Places he’d visited out west, they'd call it an arroyo or a wash. It probably had periodic flash floods. There was only a narrow flat bottom up the center of the V where it was comfortable to walk. 
 Uncle seemed in no hurry, so he looked very thoroughly. 
 "About three meters ahead, there's a funny shimmer in the air to one side, like heat coming off something," David said. 
 "Good, good. I was afraid you couldn't see it yet. That made no sense as well as you are doing with other things," Uncle said. "Go to your right a little, up slope and look at a different angle. But by no means go in front of it closely." 
 David did as he said, careful of his footing on the slope. Once he turned back he made sure of his footing first and then looked. It had been narrow and ill defined edge on. More face-on it was obvious it wasn't heat rising. It was a circular disturbance like ripples in a pool, but static. The three center ripples were well defined if subtle, with a translucent brassy hue. The opposite bank of the gully behind it was still visible faintly distorted through the disturbance around a distinct opaque center. However the effect faded out further from the center until it disappeared at the edges. When he closed his eyes, the form was still there to his new senses, but subtly different. More like an eye with a dark center. This center circle was the first of these new colors he’d seen that seemed to correspond to black. He eased back down to Uncle. For some reason he didn't feel free to call out loudly. 
 "It’s a circle in the air," he told Uncle. "It's weird. I know I've seen something similar, but I can't think what." 
 "I'd be amazed if you have seen the same thing and lived to tell about it," Uncle said. 
 "Not the same, but similar." Then the memory came to David. "OK, I know what it looks like, a Fresnel lens." 
 "I don't know the term," Uncle admitted. 
 "You've seen a magnifying glass?" David asked. 
 "Yes," Uncle said, "though more often the sort in a little leather purse small enough to carry in your pocket." He made an open circle of finger and thumb to show how big such a lens would be. 
 "Those are easy to carry," David agreed, "but if you need a big lens it would be very heavy and awkward to move and mount." He made a big circle of his arms to demonstrate what he meant. 
 "Indeed. I have never seen a lens so big, or need of one." 
 "If you just cut the curved part of the lens in steps," David illustrated with his hand in the air. "That's what does the work of a lens and you can collapse the shape flat, like a folding drinking cup," he said bringing his flat hands together. "It works just the same but is much lighter and thinner." 
 "I've seen such cups. You explain it very well," Uncle said. 
 "But I still have no idea what it is for all of that," David admitted. 
 "I will show you," Uncle said, and looked grim. "There was a rabbit a ways back, but I let it be because we still have too far to walk. Let us go back and kill it. I have need of it to demonstrate." 
 David nodded agreement, but it was to Uncles back walking away by the time he did so. 
 The rabbit was easy now that it was a familiar routine. Uncle didn't bleed it as he usually did, nor gut it or cut the head off. He then found a dead tree with a limb the size he wanted near the ground. 
 "You cut here," Uncle instructed David, marking it with his knife, "And I shall cut here," he said, moving down and taking the thicker section. He cut a V with strokes from each side and David copied his style. The section was a little heavier than his thumb at the thin end. 
 Uncle displayed the same patience here he did in everything. It must have been ten minutes before he had a notch in the hard wood deep enough to suit him and he started another notch from the opposite side. 
 When he got tired of shaving the hard wood he asked Uncle if it would be faster to burn the section where it was thinned. 
 "You may not have sufficient stamina after doing that to walk the rest of the way to our new camp," Uncle warned. "We can break it off when it is a little thinner. No need to cut it through all the way." 
 After another fifteen minutes or so Uncle stopped and put his knife away. 
 "Pull it quickly towards the deeper V I made," Uncle instructed and held the base below the cut opposed to David's motion. 
 The branch broke with a sharp crack and the few threads of fiber holding it were easily twisted off. David was going to break his smaller end against his knee, but Uncle stopped him. 
 "You can injure yourself far too easily. Put it supported on the ground or rocks and snap it with your heel," he insisted. 
 When David did so however he surprised David by taking up the thinner long end of the branch he'd assumed was waste and started trimming all the smaller branches and twigs off it. But without explanation. 
 The hefty club that they'd created got his attention again. Uncle swung it thoughtfully, then sat again to carefully notch several circles around where he'd grip it for a non-slip finish. Sometimes his methodical patience was irritating. 
 Then Uncle returned to the thin end of the branch and skewered the rabbit full length on the end, offering it to David. 
 "I am going to stand in close to the disturbance you see. I want you to ease in from the other side after circling at a safe distance. Hold the rabbit out in front of you," Uncle said, illustrating what he meant with hands well away from him. "If it is snatched out of your hands let it go. Don't have such a firm grip on the branch it yanks you along after it." 
 "Alright," Davis agreed, not at all sure where this was going on. 
 Uncle slid in from the side holding the club but looking away from the disturbance in the air, prepared to swing that direction, not at the wavy lens. 
 Uncle looked at his footing to make sure it was clear and nodded at David to proceed with extending the rabbit. 
 David did so, watching Uncle. He got an encouraging nod after a few steps. 
 The movement when it came was so fast it was a blur, until the large claw clamped on the rabbit and tried to yank it back. Despite what he was told David tried to pry back on the stick, but then Uncle swung the club from behind and knocked the claw and the first joint off an arm as big as his leg. He got a brief impression of pointy barbs in a line along the arm and then it whipped back in the disturbance. After a few second the anomaly in the air disappeared too. 
 Uncle looked satisfied with himself. 
 "And that's the sort of thing that lives in the shadow world," Uncle informed him. "Now do you see why I don't have anything to do with magicians?" 
 David was too horrified to say anything. He kept looking at the claw on the ground as if this hallucination would pass or change in a little while. This was exactly the sort of thing he feared from taking strange herbs. 
 "There's some shade over here," Uncle said, taking him by the arm. "Come sit a little while and drink some water. You've taken everything else strange to you so well I had no idea this would shock you so." 
 Once he had him seated Uncle broke a stick off a dead bush and made a fire starter stick as he'd done before. He walked back to the claw and ignited the fire stick placing it against the open broken off end of the joint. It caught fire easily and by the time Uncle walked back to him it was burning with a sooty plume of smoke rising. They both sat and watched it burn, even the carapace burned as if it were soaked in kerosene. 
 "That's so strange," David said when it was almost burned out. "Nothing normal would burn like that." 
 Uncle shrugged. "Nothing normal about it. The shadow world has other rules. I have no desire to venture there. I imagine the things that live there find us as strange as we find them. Magicians can make their own way there, but I have heard tales that some went through the thin places such as we saw and killed the hunter making them. They may have the joy of it. I certainly don't want to confront such a creature in its own home." 
 "Nope," David agreed. "That limb was as big as my leg. If the critter has a second claw like a crab or a lobster I sure wouldn't want to deal with it. Not even with my pistol. I wouldn't even know where to shoot it to be effective. That would call for much more than a silly little pistol. Explosives maybe." 
 "This is good," Uncle said. "I feared from your reaction you might have been pushed beyond your limits and be unable to cope with it." 
 "How would you expect that to . . . look to you?" David wondered. 
 "I've seen a few men shocked that deeply," Uncle said, looking unhappy. "They either refused to recall it to mind and went on as if nothing had ever happened, or withdrew from everything in a deep trance. They might come out of it later, or not. That would have been a huge inconvenience out here with you," he said in an understatement. They weren't even in a decent place to camp. 
 David thought about that and decided he didn't want to know what Uncle would do with a catatonic David on his hands in the wilderness. 
 "The things you showed me before. The fire making and the magnetic lines and new colors all made sense to me from things I already knew," David explained. "This . . . he waved up the gully where there was no disturbance in the air now, only a black smudge on the ground. "This is like something from a horror story, or the things grandmothers use to frighten little children into obedience. It had no basis in anything I didn't regard as superstition." 
 "Those grandmothers may have some wisdom," Uncle said, gently. 
 "Yeah, how can such a thing be and people not know?" David asked. 
 "A few do know. But like your grandmothers are discounted. You could not see the thin spot until you ate the wizard jewel," Uncle reminded him. "If something passes close by and is snatched, as fast as you saw it happened, what would you see? What would you remember?" 
 "Very little," David admitted. "A flash of movement and they'd be gone. Even if you are looking the right direction, when it is so unexpected the brain won't make sense of what it does see. I know that a little from my work." 
 "And who would believe them?” Uncle asked. "Authorities and experts? Police and priests?” 
 "People disappear all the time. If no trace is ever found they assume it is some criminal, or a bear or a shark. People let their pet out and it never comes back to the door. They figure a coyote got it or a hawk. Not some monster from another continuum. If you suggested such a thing they'd think you crazy. I'd have thought it crazy an hour ago," David said. 
 "Crazy is refusing to believe what you really see," Uncle said. 
 "I can walk now," David said. "Let's move on to next camp site." 
 "We'll have to walk briskly," Uncle warned him. "We used a lot of daylight. If it becomes too hard for you speak up, and we'll find a place for just the night." 
 It was hard, but he pushed and found it in himself to keep up. When they stopped Uncle looked at him with a hard expression and turned away without saying anything. At first David thought it was disapproval and he didn't know why. Then he figured out it was just the opposite. Uncle was pleased, but sparing with praise. He slept easily and didn't dream of monsters. 



 Chapter 11 
 "When I get back home I have a lot of checking to do with real instruments. It will drive me nuts wanting to know what all these colors and lines and fizzy little sparks and things are I'm seeing now," David said. 
 "Are you asking to go back?" Uncle asked. "There are a great many other things you can't learn out here. You have not started to read people's faces and tell when they are lying or sick. You're going to have to be around a lot of them and get experience that way. You'll still be learning long after you go back home." 
 "Yes, I expect I will," David readily agreed. "But I don't want to miss a lesson like the clawed monster. I would have walked right into that trap.” 
 "In fairness, the thin place between the worlds was not obvious," Uncle said. "The creature puts it edge on to those approaching for a reason. There are those with a little sight even without eating the weed. They live with odd sensations they never completely understand. Things seen on the edge of their vision that aren't there when they turn to look. The occasional odd color they can't describe to others. They may speak of odd colors playing across others' faces. Those who see nothing dismiss them as delusional or making up stories. But such a one might sense something odd enough about a place to want to avoid it." 
 "Don't deprive me of knowing actual danger," David pleaded. 
 "There are other sorts of crossing points. The circle in the air will always be the armored creature as far as I know. Others lay a trap like a pit into which you can step. There may be others I don't know. After all, only the ones that fail will have the story of their nature reported. But when your senses are fully developed the otherness of them will be obvious." 
 "What of these magicians?" David demanded. 
 "That will seem even easier if you should meet one. The only one I ever saw took one look at me and walked away quickly. You will see people with no skill or power who are broken in personality or sick. When you see such a broken person in touch with the same skills and perception as you, then you'll know you have a magician or something much the same." 
 "What if he isn't afraid of me?" David asked. 
 "They prey on those weaker than them," Uncle said. "If you continue to develop as you have been, it will be a very bad mistake to disrespect you. Since you leave it to me to decide, I'll keep you here awhile longer before you have to deal with the city." 
 * * * 
 The next morning Uncle quizzed him closely about how everything appeared to him. He was concerned if the spectral lines and colors were becoming too distracting for David to function in the normal world to which he was physically anchored. 
 He must have been satisfied at David's answers, because he gave him another dose of the wizard jewel. David was pleased, because he'd wanted more, but he made sure to answer honestly, certain now Uncle would see deception or even serious doubt. 
 Uncle showed him where to get water from the pool a spring made near the camp. They spent the day making their new camp comfortable and didn't talk much. David could fast for a day now without even thinking about it much. That wasn't any special power, just a new level of self discipline and knowledge about his own abilities. 
 By sundown things seen faintly were looking firmer. He saw the flux of the Earth's magnetic field more clearly. When he took out his knife and examined it the shape of the flux lines in the complex form of the blade was both clearer and beautiful. 
 David concentrated and tried to draw in more of the lines, just as he’d made the little flecks of heat come together to start a fire. It wasn't as easy, but then the natural source of the magnetism was undoubtedly weaker then the ambient heat. 
 When he did manage to bundle more field lines through the knife it was leaky. They tended to cluster around it length-wise but not actually inside for some reason. When he tried to turn the knife across the lines it resisted in his hand. When he jerked the knife back and forth across the lines it flashed the color he found closest to purple. David gasped in delight and smiled. He was sure he was seeing induced electrical current. What he wouldn't give right now for a length of wire and a good multi-meter. That was one more thing for when he got back home. 
 "Testing?" Uncle asked of his actions, teasing but in a good natured way. 
 "Always, but it's nice to have new things to test," David said, grinning. 
 "You showed some improvement throwing rocks today," Uncle said. "Perhaps tomorrow you can try to hunt for us. We can start early and if it is still beyond you, we'll have plenty of time to switch and let me bag something for us." 
 "OK, I'll give it a try," David agreed. He hadn't been at all sure Uncle was really watching what he did that closely as they walked along. He thought his terminal accuracy was improving, but he was watching closely. He was guiding the stone to hit better, but he still didn't have the natural throwing power Uncle displayed. Merely steering it on target didn't help that. 
 * * * 
 In the morning things looked different, to the point it scared David a little. He took to heart Uncles warning about losing touch with his own world. He said nothing but waited and found he could walk and do other things just fine, but it would take some time to get used to this intrusive overlay. For sure he was not going to beg for more wizard jewel soon. 
 The sun looked subtly different and there was a crescent moon setting to the west. When he looked back toward the east there was a pale shadow of another moon near the horizon. It was smaller than the usual moon and he found it strangely upsetting. When his gaze lingered on it Uncle noticed and smiled. He just gave a nod to acknowledge David was seeing something new. 
 As they walked along there were occasional vague shapes in the air. A couple of them moved. The hills around them were mirrored in faint outlines, but not always exactly like their real counterparts. 
 When David tried to explain what he saw, Uncle explained. 
 "The shadow world by no means mirrors ours. There are places along the coast where our sea and theirs' deviate from the other. There are places to the west where one can see plainly, if one has the vision, that they have great mountains and we have none." 
 "When I saw some shapes I was alarmed that it might be a repeat of the thin place with the crab-like creature," David said. "But none were like that." 
 "Those aren't so common," Uncle assured him. "I've had many a walk in the wilderness for months and never saw one, even from a distance. Most of the time I suspect they snare a rabbit or a deer and are satisfied and withdraw." 
 "Do you mean the creature makes the thin spot?" David asked. 
 "I have always assumed so," Uncle admitted, "unless they just happen naturally and the act of reaching through destabilizes them and makes them close. But I have been told that some magicians are able to create such windows into another reality, so I would guess it is a talent of the predator if a magician can do so. Are they even the same shadow world or are there several? I certainly don't intend to learn how to do so myself. I see no use for it that doesn't have bad consequences." 
 "But if it takes talent and knowledge for a magician to do that, how would a dumb thing like a big crab be able to do it?" David insisted. 
 "How smart is a bee to build a honey comb or a beaver to build a dam?" Uncle asked. "Neither need a drawing and instructions. But for all I know they may be smart. Though I doubt we'd ever sit and have a conversation." 
 David thought about the claw and what it must have been attached to. No, he doubted the creature was snatching him through that hole to have a discourse. It made chills go up his back. His eyes narrowed and he thought about how to deal with such a monster. 
 "Now you have an appearance about you unlike any you have ever displayed," Uncle informed him. "I'm not terribly happy to see it. Would you share what turned your thoughts so dark?" 
 "It occurred to me that the creature could be dealt with by attaching a hand grenade to the rabbit, so that snatching it pulled the ring off and activated it. When it pulled the bait through it would get what it deserved." 
 Uncle gave a little snort of amusement. "I can't fault you for hostility to that." 
 "I don't suppose you have any wizard's tales about whether the whole creature can come through if it wants to?" David asked. 
 "No, I expect if that has happened it took its prey back with it," Uncle speculated. "From my experience in this world, shelled things don't die quickly or easily. I'd try to give it a hard time, but I'm not sure what would stop it. I suspect rocks may not worry it. I have little in the way of things like a hand grenade, and I don't really want to acquire any." 
 "Yes, I bet my silly little pistol wouldn't bother it at all," David decided. 
 "Let's go hunt something a bit easier," Uncle suggested. "Are you ready to take a rabbit or two for us? We'll trade roles and I'll flush them out for you." 
 "Yes, but let us discuss the signs that they are sick or well as we find them, so I learn what subtle signs to look for," David insisted. 
 "Certainly, lead on," Uncle invited. 
 * * * 
 The difference between a healthy rabbit and a sick rabbit was subtle. When He thought he understood it and said the hue filtering up from the bush indicated a sick one Uncle corrected him and informed him it was simply an old rabbit. 
 "Do you have any objection to eating an old rabbit?" David asked. 
 "Not at all. Perhaps he will be slow enough for you to hit," Uncle taunted him. David was already irked that he'd missed his first rabbit earlier. His throw went off to the right and he nudged it back on target well enough, but it simply lacked the power to reach out far enough and the rabbit outran it. Right and left was fairly easy. Down was easiest of all since the rock wanted to go that way. Up was much too hard. 
 Uncle tossed a rock to the far side of the bushes and the bunny streaked out not straight at them but off at an angle. David tried to throw hard. Uncle had critiqued him earlier and accused him of stopping his throw before he let go. David understood the principle he was expressing well enough, but if he did a long follow through he'd lose sight of his target right when he needed to see it. 
 He did swing further, trying to follow through but ended up with his head bent back at an awkward angle and almost fell over. The bunny was in no danger. 
 "Ah, if you are not too upset, might I offer a further suggestion?" Uncle asked. 
 "Take up basketball?" David guessed. 
 "Always a possibility, to change to another game," Uncle agreed. "Indeed, we might find you an alternative way to throw, like a sling. But having the ability to accomplish this without equipment beyond your hand and a stone has value. Don't abandon it quite yet. But I notice you are throwing overhand almost vertically. I suspect that's because it is a natural way to increase accuracy. Playing darts in a tavern it would be fine. But as we discussed, if you follow through you end up bent over too far to retain sight of your rock." 
 "Yeah, I noticed that," David said as mildly as he could force himself to say it. "I'm just not sure what you want me to do differently." 
 "To throw more from the side, twisting your body instead if bending it." At David's dubious look Uncle expand on that. "Watch me. I'll throw the way you do, then the way that feels natural and works for me." He did one, then the other, and looked at David expectantly. 
 "Do I really look that pathetic?" David asked, horrified. "That looked like a wounded goose flopping on the ground in its death throes." 
 Uncle paused, trying to find a polite answer. 
 "That's OK," David sighed. "Just show me again." 
 Uncle did both throws for his benefit again. 
 "Let me try it a few times," David said. 
 "Perhaps close your eyes and just try to visualize the motion a few times instead of fixating on the target," Uncle suggested. "A couple times slowly and then faster. Don't pick too big a rock either." 
 David tried it and it did feel better. 
 "OK, let's try one more rabbit and if I can't get it you can get us dinner before we run out of daylight and starve," Dave said. 
 When they came upon another bush with a glow escaping above it David lifted an eyebrow to Uncle in question. Uncle nodded agreement it was a worthy target. 
 The bunny ran out and turned straight away from him. He threw and it was much better. He nudged it back on line but it was still going to drop too fast. It might hit the thing in the butt, but not the head. David felt a surge of anger and instead of simple guidance from side to side he pushed with all his anger. 
 There was a sharp >CRACK< and the stone didn't just hit the rabbit in the head it took it off. 
 Uncle twitched hard and stared unbelieving. "What was that noise? I don't understand what just happened." 
 "It was going to miss again and I pushed it. Not just to hit but forward. I'm afraid that was the noise it made going transonic," David admitted. 
 "I've never heard of such a thing," Uncle said. 
 "Airplanes do it. Bullets do it too, but people often can't tell the noise the bullet makes flying from the muzzle blast, so a lot of people aren't aware of it happening," David said. 
 "No, I know about that. I mean, I've never heard of a Sahar being able to push a stone or anything like a bullet," Uncle said, making a long pushing motion with his hand. 
 "I'm not sure how I did it," David said. "I did pretty much what you do to make it go right or left, but harder. And boy do I feel it." He held up his hand and it was trembling a bit. 
 "Sit. You look drained. I'll go get the rabbit and we'll sit a few minutes to let you recover. Drink some water," he ordered. 
 "Can you walk back to camp?" Uncle asked when he returned, holding the rabbit by its hind legs. 
 "Yeah, but if we see another rabbit you take him," David said. "That took too much out of me to do again." 
 "It's a deal," Uncle agreed. He took two more on their way back. David was glad of it, because when they got back he was starved. He fell asleep despite that so Uncle had to wake him up to eat. 



 Chapter 12 
 "You have shown me two new things," Uncle said the next morning. "I will not be startled if you should do it a third time." 
 "I'd like to," David admitted. "I have some ideas about electricity. I'm looking forward to having some wire and instruments with which I can play." 
 Uncle pinched his face in a confused expression. "Is there not electricity all around us every day?" he asked. 
 "I suppose so," David agreed. "I'm used to what we make in wires and things, but there is static electricity and lightning, if it ever rains here." 
 "Indeed it does, but not often in this season," Uncle told him. 
 "You have me thinking now," David said. "There is a potential in the air. There is always a voltage from the top of a high radio tower to the ground." 
 Uncle glanced up at the sky with concern on his face. "Well please don't get careless in your play and call down lightning on us." 
 "Thank you for the caution. I'll try not to," David promised. 
 * * * 
 By the time they got back to camp David was stumbling. He sat, relieved to stop moving and the next thing he knew Uncle was shaking him awake. He was almost too tired to eat. They had no conversation and when he had a little food in him Uncle told him, "OK, now you can lie down." 
 He didn't wake up again until the sun was in his eyes. 
 "We won't try anything difficult today," Uncle insisted. 
 "I feel pretty good," David told him, "but I might run out of steam sooner than I expect if I push it. I'm happy to stay put and talk to you, think on things a bit." 
 Uncle wanted to know how things looked to him and he spent quite a long time describing things. However, Uncle never volunteered anything he saw that David didn't. Finally David asked him. "Do you still see things I don't?" 
 "Definitely," Uncle assured him, smiling. 
 "Maybe I need some more jewel," David suggested, pinching his fingers like he had a tiny piece. He wanted some actually, but didn't want to press for it too hard. Maybe with a little more it wouldn't drain him so to do things. 
 "Maybe," Uncle agreed. "But I don't want to lead you back to my nephew's by your hand because you can't concentrate and see the path." 
 "Have you ever had too much and gotten like that?" David asked. 
 "No, I've only heard of it. It's foolish to hear of other's mistakes and learn nothing from it," Uncle warned. 
 David just nodded. He really did agree with that. It just wasn't possible for Uncle to know exactly how things looked to him. There were things like the magnetic lines he could see, but he hadn't until Uncle described them and helped him see them. What else was he missing? He looked around and tried to really see. 
 Uncle looked at him intensely. That just made David paranoid that the old man could read his mind. Well, his face, but close enough. 
 "Can you see me straining to see?" David asked bluntly. 
 "I can see you thinking hard," Uncle admitted. "About what is too much to ask. I'm a Sahar, not a mind reader." 
 "Is there such a thing?" David wondered. 
 "I hope not. I fear it might drive one mad," Uncle said. 
 "David looked intently and tried to pick out detail. The sun was near setting and it dropped below the hills. He suddenly jerked up right and really looked. There were two suns, almost superimposed on each other but not quite. The other was further below the horizon than his. 
 "Their day is different!" he told Uncle, surprised. 
 "Yes, the same length, but a little ahead of ours. It has been that way, as near as I can tell, all my life. I see that produces strong feelings in you," Uncle said, intrigued. 
 All David could do was nod. It somehow made the other shadow world more real to him than the odd moons or monsters. He didn't know why. 
 * * * 
 In the morning Uncle cut a fairly stout stick, and a long thin switch from a bush leaving a single small leaf on the very end. David watched him but refused to beg for an explanation. Uncle had that smug look that said he was up to something. So when he headed for the pool the spring made David followed. 
 Uncle sat cross-legged on a rock facing the morning sun. He had the two sticks, one thin and one thick, in each hand, but didn't do anything with them at first. He just sat quietly. David sat to the side a little bit away to observe. 
 After fifteen or twenty minutes of sitting quietly, Uncle swung the thin branch out over the water and slowly dropped the end near the surface. There was no wind. It was often calm early in the morning. But such a long thin switch was hard to hold perfectly still. Nothing broke the peace of the pond. It was so quiet David could hear the water gurgling where the thin stream exited the pool. 
 After a few more minutes Uncle touched the water with the leaf. Just briefly and lifted it away a few finger width's. He didn't repeat it quickly. The third time he touched the water he lifted it away and a dark shape broke the surface. David got a glimpse of a dorsal fin and then it was gone. 
 Right now a pair of polarized sunglasses would be handy, David realized. The surface of the water reflected the bright morning sky behind it. You couldn't see anything below the surface. Uncle was patient, but the fish never broke the surface again. 
 "Sometimes this works, but I'm afraid we'll have to seek some other breakfast this morning," Uncle said. He'd been silent, but giving up now he didn't worry about scaring the fish away. 
 "Let me try something," David offered. 
 "Do you want me to be quiet again and touch the water?" Uncle offered. 
 "No. In fact, I'd like you to withdraw the stick, because it might be a danger to you. I'm going to try something new and have no idea how well it will work. Or if it will work at all," David admitted. 
 Remembering the faux color he’d generated by twisting his knife blade in the gathered magnetic field, David tried to draw the color together just like he'd pulled the sparkly little flecks of heat together before. 
 It didn't take long before he saw the glow of the color in the air and not just his imagination. He gave a little surge of power, but held back a little so he wouldn't spend himself like he had with the rock the day before. He directed it down, pushing it into the water. 
 "I see you doing something," Uncle said, interested. “I see a color like that a lot of manmade machinery makes, but I'm not sure what your purpose is." 
 Three fish of respectable size came floating up in front of Uncle. 
 "Well, I didn't expect that," Uncle admitted. 
 "It was electricity. You were right, I didn't need wires or anything fancy to make it. Are those any good to eat?" David asked. "I'm not sure if they are dead or just stunned. If we can't eat them I'll wait and see if they recover." 
 "They still have life signs around them," Uncle reported. "But two are sufficient to our needs. Let's collect the bigger two and see if the other recovers." 
 Uncle waded in and grabbed two by their tails. Back at the rock he made sure with his knife neither would recover. He cleaned them and didn't return the offal to the pond. It was the source of their drinking water. 
 When David came over Uncle handed him a fish to carry. "Look," Uncle said, pointing at the water. The fish they'd left was wiggling its tail just enough to circle in the water, still on its side. As they watched it got upright again and sank out of sight, swimming harder. 
 His fish was delicious, though it made David crave salt. 
 * * * 
 The next morning David shared his thoughts with Uncle. “It’s nothing urgent, but I’ve started to think more about what I will do when I get back, than what we will do next out here. Whenever it is agreeable to you to go back to the city, it will be fine with me.” 
 “And when we do, what do you intend?” Uncle asked. “Will we part ways and you will leave for home immediately?” 
 “I’m not in a rush to do so. If you advise me against it I will certainly pay attention to your advice. This is interesting and beautiful,” David said, making an encompassing gesture at the land. “However I’m not a hermit. I’d never choose to stay out here indefinitely. I miss people and the activity of a city. I do wonder how the city will seem to me with this new vision. You made clear you find it noisy. I do hope I’m not ruined for being around people.” 
 “If you find it burdensome you can let the weed slowly leach out of your body until it is bearable. You would have to be cautious then in taking more, that you don’t overshoot what is agreeable. Do you have some sort of deadline for returning?” Uncle wondered. 
 “I have to return and report success within three years to my father’s attorneys if I wish his inheritance, not exactly a rush. I have to admit I’m less worried about it now than when I agreed. What I’ve learned is much more life changing than the money could ever be. I wasn’t poor when I went to the reading of his will and agreed to come on this quest. Making money isn’t as terribly difficult as some would make it out to be. I do feel oddly compelled to see the attorney who charged me with coming to you and report it went well. We are not friends, and his duty is not primarily to me. Yet I’d get a great deal of satisfaction to tell him it was accomplished.” David frowned, thinking about it. 
 “It might be that will give me a sense of closure on my father’s death.” 
 Uncle lifted his brows at that. “Is there something unsettled? There’s a limit what sort of burdens the dead should impose on the living. Was there something beyond this trip and an attempt at discovery you haven’t told me?” 
 “Nothing more from my father, but this shoved my brother and me back in conflict, when I’d managed to disengage from him to a large extent. He was… disdainful of the terms my father set for this trip, and insulting in how he expected me to discharge them.” 
 “From what I have observed of human nature,” Uncle said, very carefully, “No matter what report you brought back, I would not expect your brother to suddenly become approving if he is so set in his opposition to you.” 
 “No, you’re right. But I do expect some he slandered me to, like the attorney and some of the family will see the truth of the matter. That would satisfy me.” 
 “That seems like a reasonable goal,” Uncle agreed. “The morning is not far along and you are a much stronger walker than when we started. If we start back now we can make our previous camp well before dark. Would you like to do that?” 
 “Yes please, Uncle. I’d like that,” David agreed 
 Uncle stood and pulled the strap of his sack across his shoulder and started walking. Nothing was different and yet everything was different. It was a life changing moment that divided one significant part of his life from another. Uncle didn’t look back to see he was following. 
 * * * 
 Uncle was right, David decided. He wouldn’t have tried to match the old man’s pace like this coming out. He was thinner and hardened somewhat, but mostly David suspected he’d have never tried to maintain this pace before. He might have run up against a wall of fatigue and collapsed, but more likely he’d have just given up and begged for a halt long before he actually couldn’t take another step. 
 If he had to… David wondered what the limits of his new ability would allow him to do? If he could push a stone, could he not force one foot in front of another? Of course then when he did give out it would be much worse, as he’d have exhausted himself both mentally and physically. That didn’t seem like a smart thing to do. It would leave him defenseless to drain himself so completely. But it was a whole new idea to explore. 
 Watching Uncle stride along ahead of him, David had to wonder if he drew on his talents to make up for his age. Could he have fallen into the habit of doing so and not even realize it was happening? He tried to visualize how one would do that. Would you envision your foot and push on it like a thrown stone? Or would you try to apply force to your whole body, lifting it to make the load lighter on your feet and legs? 
 The thought became the deed. When he went to put his foot down he failed to find the firm footing he expected. Off balance he overcompensated in panic, his next step coming down much harder than normal. He tripped, cried out with a little noise, and pitched forward throwing his hands up to keep from slamming his face on the rocks. 
 Uncle looked back at his little exclamation to see him pitch forward and throw his hands up, but instead of going down hard he dove forward and glided at an angle for about three body lengths before landing loosely on his hands and knees. 
 The whole thing was so shocking David didn’t even try to push himself back erect. He just rolled over on his back breathing hard and blinking at the sky. 
 There was a fairly big rock handy nearby, jutting out like a ledge. Uncle sat down on it, looking a little shocked himself. He propped his chin on his clasped hands, elbows on knees, and looked down at David with a worried expression. 
 “I, uh… I… ” 
 Uncle cut his babble off with a chopping motion of his hand. “You flew.” He accused. 
 “Is that against the rules?” David asked. 
 Uncle looked at him astonished, mouth open, and leaned back flat on the rock, knees still bent and feet on the ground, laughing so hard he had to hold his ribs. He started to get it all under control, thought of it all over again and started up a second bout of laughing until he stamped his feet up and down like a little child. 
 When he finally sat up he had to wipe his tears with the collar of his garment. “That was so priceless. I’m sorry I have nobody to share the story with who could possibly appreciate it.” 
 “I’m glad I can amuse you,” David said, a little miffed. He was sitting up now. “I didn’t really fly,” he protested. “I just sort of eased my falling.” 
 Uncle was shaking his head no. “It wasn’t the most artful thing I’ve ever seen. You had the grace of a cartoon hippopotamus doing ballet. But there was clear air below you. How far did the first airplane fly? I don’t know, but not across oceans I’m sure. The miracle isn’t in how high or how far but that it got up at all.” 
 David could see he would get nowhere denying it, so he tried to shrug it off with humor. “It will save me a ton of money on airfare,” he quipped. 
 “And you can give the children rides,” Uncle agreed, giving some of the same right back. “I do recommend caution. Imagine you managed to lift yourself too high, only to find you lacked the reserves to ease yourself back to a gentle landing.” 
 David nodded, taking the warning seriously, dusted himself off, offered a hand to help Uncle stand. They resumed walking, Uncle taking the lead again. He didn’t feel drained like he had so easily doing other things for the first time. Maybe they would still make it to their next camp OK. Every so often Uncle would giggle loud enough for him to hear. 
 * * * 
 The road on which they had been given such a long a ride earlier was the last real mark of civilization they had seen for a couple weeks. The walk back to it seemed much shorter than the walk out into wilderness. It seemed strange now to see such an artificial thing after days of the complex randomness of nature. 
 They saw the occasional contrail of a passing jet, and the last few days David had gained the ability to see false colors of the radio emissions from the aircraft just as Uncle had predicted. Knowing more about their systems, David wondered what he was seeing, their radio or radar or the actions of their transponders? Other than those distant signs he and Uncle might have been on a different and distant planet. When they came within sight of the road Uncle adjusted his direction slightly, to the left, so David knew that was the way back towards the city. 
 “This looks very much like the area the town was where we left the highway. Is it behind us, and the full width of the desert ahead, or is it still ahead of us?” David asked. 
 “You assume I know?” Uncle asked with a little smile. 
 “I’d be very disappointed if you don’t know and a pretty good idea how far, whichever way it is,” David told him. “You didn’t stay alive out here roaming around time after time without being able to navigate with some accuracy.” 
 “Hmmm… And you’re willing to walk across with me if the town is behind us?” Uncle asked. 
 “We’re past those questions,” David insisted. “You should have asked that on the way out. I trust you, not because I like you, but because you display competence. I learned that lesson in my business long before I met you. I’ve had to hire some people I really didn’t like. 
 “That was the real nature of my question,” Uncle admitted. 
 “Some managers won’t hire anyone smarter than they are either. My father taught me that’s a trap pretty early in life,” David remembered. 
 “I can imagine your father saying that.” Uncle turned and looked behind them. David became aware there was a faint noise once Uncle made him aware. 
 There was a dark dot on the bright road, so far away it was still lost to any detail in the heat shimmer. “Well, better out here to let them decide if they want to pay us any mind,” Uncle said and resumed walking, but on the very edge of the road. David fell in behind him. 
 When it got closer the engine noise and purr of tires against pavement eased up letting them know the vehicle was slowing. When it finally pulled up beside them it was a utility vehicle with two soldiers in the front. The near one ran his window down and motioned Uncle over. David stood back and tried to look disinterested and tired. The man had two stars on his uniform. David didn’t know what that meant here, but he doubted it indicated a very high rank. If the man was important he wouldn’t be a dusty utility vehicle in the God forsaken middle of nowhere. 
 He glanced at the vehicle following. It was a pickup with the windows rolled down, suggesting it didn’t have air conditioning like the lead vehicle. The long snout of a light anti-aircraft gun stuck up over the cab and he could see the butts of two soldiers hanging off of the bed sides in back. He looked away not wanting to show too much interest by staring. Nobody was looking at him, even the two in the cab of the rear truck were watching the lead vehicle and Uncle. 
 The conversation with Uncle seemed to be in Amharic. David only understood a few words. He was pretty sure Uncle told the fellow he didn’t speak Amharic just Arabic. When the fellow lifted his face and looked past Uncle at him David just touched his breast and bowed a little. He couldn’t read much in the way of emotions because the man had on dark glasses. 
 When he was through talking to Uncle he didn’t seem waste any words or formality on the old man, he just barked an order at his driver and the window glass was rising in front of Uncles face even as they pulled away. As they pulled away one of the soldiers in the pickup looked at them and the others weren’t even that interested. They had really old rifles, the stocks were wood and their camo uniforms were so dusty it was hard to see the pattern. 
 “He didn’t ask for any papers?” David asked, surprised. 
 “Good thing. I don’t have any,” Uncle said. “He asked where we were headed. When I told him we were going home to Djibouti, he asked if I knew how far that was? I said since we came all the way the other way we certainly did know. I explained how we were favored with a ride by a kindly driver who was driving the route anyway, and if Allah provided a ride the other way we wouldn't turn such charity down.” I tried to beguile him with my best old man begging face but it didn’t work.” 
 “I saw him looking at me. What did he say?” David asked. 
 “He made a crude remark about you I’d rather not repeat and asked if we were related. That was meant to be an insult but I ignored it. I said you were my nephew’s house servant, a little simple, but only spoke Arabic and not very well. He informed me they didn’t pick up riders in official government vehicles and he thought we were crazy to go past the next town without a ride hired, but that the world was full of crazy people.” Uncle started walking again and David followed. 
 “Well, he has a point,” David allowed. “I was looking at his face because I was hoping to see some of these new colors playing on it, but I really couldn’t see anything unusual.” 
 “There wasn’t much to be seen,” Uncle admitted. “I could tell he drinks a bit, which is not as unusual here as you might think. Otherwise he was unremarkable.” 
 “No deep seated anger? Subdued violence? I mean, being a soldier and all.” 
 “I’m surprised you’d think that,” Uncle said. He was ahead again but David could hear the frown in his voice. “You’re usually a very perceptive man for your age. Rage and anger can be found in school masters and farmers as easily as those whose work might require violence. In fact some would avoid it all the more for being honestly acquainted with it.” 
 “That seems counter to my experience,” David said. 
 “Well perhaps your experience is valid where you gained it and mine is valid where I had the experience of it,” Uncle surmised. 
 “You’re very hard to argue with if you are prepared to allow the other fellow’s view,” David said. 
 “Is that against the rules?” Uncle asked. He almost kept the laughter out of his voice. 



 Chapter 13 
 It was very late in the day by the time they reached the fuel stop where their previous ride had dropped them off. Uncle went to the public pump and washed the dust off as best he could while dressed and made sure David did the same. 
 “I will confess, I have crossed the rough country before there was a road, just as I told our kindly driver coming here, but in recent years since the road went in I’m always been able to get a ride. I didn’t say anything because I was uncertain if I would get the same offers with you along. If we crossed off the road it would have been much less direct. One must go from spring to spring and some parts are better crossed at night. 
 “The drivers do much the same. The majority of them do the crossing in the cooler night. There will be an influx of them soon and they’ll top off their fuel before crossing. I’m confident I can beg a ride now. It will be easier because when we left you didn’t look right. I mean, you didn’t fit in well. You looked soft and a little out of place from your surroundings, even if they couldn’t say exactly why. The drivers are cautious about anything they don’t understand. Still, let me decide who to approach. Sit on the wall here in sight and let me handle it.” 
 “Are you using your ability to read faces?” David wondered. “Will it tell you who is open to suggestion and who is unapproachable?” 
 “Not as directly as that. It will tell me who is dangerous and who is scared. It won’t tell me if a driver is friendly and would take us, but the vehicle owners are very strict and he can’t take riders for fear of losing his job. But even such a small advantage can still be useful,” Uncle explained. 
 The first truck to pull in and fuel up was a small straight truck, not a tractor, with a reefer box on the back and a compact cab over in front. When David looked at Uncle he smiled and said. “The cab is too small to seat three comfortably, unless you’d like to sit in the back?” 
 Before he was done at the single pump a tractor trailer pulled in with the trailer enclosed in tarps over hoops. The man already had a rider who immediately got out and stood at the back of the trailer watchfully guarding it. The driver never got out. David didn’t bother to ask. 
 The third truck took awhile to show up. It had a lone driver, with pieces of machinery chained down on a flatbed. The windows were rolled down so he must not have air. Uncle volunteered his take on this one. “There’s something wrong with that fellow. He’s not right in the head.” 
 David watched hoping to see what he saw. It didn’t click for awhile but then when he got a better look at him the man looked like he had eye shadow on, like a woman, but it was his new vision. 
 “I saw it,” he said in a carefully low voice so it wouldn’t carry. Uncle just nodded. 
 The next truck looked likely. It was a straight truck again with nothing on the bed but tarps and chains to bind a load down when he got one. The driver got out moving lightly for someone who had been sitting hours and looked at David, not Uncle, with an engaging grin. 
 “Nooooo,” David told Uncle urgently. 
 “What, you won’t pay for your ride?” Uncle asked, amused. David wouldn’t even look at him. 
 A smaller truck came in, a very heavy duty pickup with dual rear wheels and a fifth wheel trailer behind with cattle. The driver was alone and looked tired. Uncle approached him and made the breast touching gesture and made his plea with slightly cocked head. The fellow looked at David, but after his inspection looked skeptical. They talked further. 
 Uncle beckoned him over and David approached trying not to look to eager or aggressive. “Yes Uncle, what may I do?” he asked, in Arabic, so the driver would see their relationship. 
 “The man wants to know if you can drive a truck. I know you drive cars,” Uncle said, in English, “but couldn’t speak to your experience with a truck.” 
 “I have driven trucks, both on highway and off, and I have pulled a trailer, though it has been awhile and I’d be slow and cautious trying to back it in anywhere difficult. You should know however I don’t have any papers on me, including a driver’s license,” David said, switching to address the driver directly. “I’m willing to take the chance to drive without papers however, if you are. 
 “You’re American,” the man declared, surprised. “East coast, maybe to the South?” 
 “My home is in Atlanta Georgia, but I’ve lived in New York and Pennsylvania,” David said. 
 The man looked like he wanted to ask more, but just nodded. “You’ll do. I’m tired and need to make Djibouti by the morning. You have a ride if you will switch off with me and let me nap a couple times. You won’t have to back up anywhere,” he promised. 
 “Your kindness is appreciated. I’d be happy to help,” David said. 
 “Do you have baggage?” The man asked, eyes going back to where they had been seated. 
 “Nothing, just what we carry,” Uncle said. 
 “I’ll get a couple extra bottles of water then. I’m Jesse,” he offered. 
 “I am Bouh, though David here calls me Uncle. You are welcome to use either.” 
 “David Carpenter, David felt compelled to add. 
 “I shall ride in the corner of the bed, Uncle said, “so you have room to spread out and nap comfortably. He stuck his toes in a recess made for that purpose and went over the side with the ease of a much younger man. 
 “I’ll drive first,” Jesse said. “I’ll get a few things and be right back. 
 Jesse got in the cab and returned with bottled water and some snacks. He put them in a cooler in the opposite corner of the back from Uncle. He didn’t have a key, just a starter button, so he must have a wireless key in his pocket. He started it and dropped it in gear. David was happy to see it wasn’t a manual transmission. He could drive one but he might not be smooth at first. 
 “The old boy is pretty spry,” Jesse observed, switching to English. 
 “You have no idea,” David assured him. “He can march me right into the ground.” 
 Jeese laughed. “Is he really your uncle?” 
 “No, I meant it as a title of respect. I don’t know if we share any blood in the distant past, but my father knew him. When my father died recently he made my inheritance conditional upon coming to Ethiopia and learning what I could of the traditional ways Uncle follows. 
 “Why was your father over here to ever meet him?” Jeese wondered. 
 “Do you know? He never told me why. That’s a very good question.” 
 “Well, have you learned anything from the old boy they couldn’t teach you in Atlanta?” 
 “It is no exaggeration to say he has completely changed how I look at the world,” David said. 
 “I’m no philosopher,” Jeese said, with a smile. “But if it was worthwhile good for you. Do you see anything about the truck you need to know?” 
 “It looks pretty straightforward,” David said. 
 “If anything goes wrong a ladies voice will warn you. It’s good you speak English because that’s how it is set. If you need it to be cooler to stay alert go ahead. I have a jacket if it gets too cool for sleeping. Don’t be shy to pull over if you need to take a piss or get a bottle of water. That’s better than going to sleep or letting the road mesmerize you. Hold it right on eighty kilometers an hour, or set it if you can stay alert, that’s where it gets the best mileage. If you want sun glasses there’s a cheap pair in the glove compartment. They may be a bit scratched up.” 
 “I’ll do just fine,” David promised. The sun was low but off to his left, so he skipped the glasses. 
 Jeese let off the throttle and slowed looking at the shoulder and picked a spot without any large rocks to pull off. He didn’t bother to explain his thinking to David. He turned off the engine with the same button that started it. He might trust them just fine, but he could not start the truck and drive off while the fob was outside in Jesse’s pocket. David walked around rather than scoot over. 
 David put his seat belt on, something with which Jeese didn’t bother. He must have ripped the chime out that would scold him. He looked in the mirror but there wasn’t anything coming clear to the vanishing point. By the time he had it up to speed Jeese had a jacket from behind the seat rolled up for a pillow and was finding a comfortable position. 
 David had two trucks pass him before it was full dark and three pass going the other way. He got very nervous though when headlights appeared from behind going really fast. He realized he hadn’t stopped and checked the trailer lights when he’d turned the truck lights on. He looked carefully in the mirror and could see the red taillights reflected on the road surface. Still the oncoming headlights seemed so unwavering he pressed the emergency flashers on briefly, worried the oncoming driver might be suffering from road hypnosis and plow into him. The fellow flashed his high beams to acknowledge he saw him, but didn’t cut over to the other lane until he was uncomfortably close. His passing rocked them from the wind buffeting and woke Jeese. 
 “Damn, guess somebody else buys his fuel,” Jesse said, looking at the receding taillights. If you want to pull over, everybody can take a piss and I will drive awhile.” 
 David did so, carefully. It was harder to judge how even the ground was in the headlights. Jeese figured that out and reached over, throwing an unlabelled switch that turned some extra lights on. That helped a great deal to judge the roughness of the shoulder. When he was off the road and stopped David flipped it back off noting carefully where to find it again. 
 When they went to leave again Uncle was back in the bed and Jeese started the motor before David was back in his seat. For an instant David realized he could drive off leaving him here and Uncle could not dive from a moving truck. He had real doubts he could survive very well without Uncle. But Jeese sat and waited for him. He was going to offer to switch with Uncle, but that jolt of fear prevented him from doing anything but hurrying to get aboard. 
 Jeese didn’t drive for that long, about an hour and switched with David again. He didn’t go to sleep right away. He reached up by the interior lights and pushed a button, it must be a satellite link or more likely a link to an orbiting high altitude drone. He got out his phone and pecked away at it for awhile his face lit in the glow. 
 “That’s you,” Jesse said, turning the phone to him. 
 David glanced at it very briefly, eyes going right back to the road. It was a company portrait with him in a good suit and the company logo on the wall over his shoulder. David know it well, because he’d spent a couple hours to get it just right and drove the photographer batty being picky. 
 “Yep, that’s me,” David agreed. He wondered if the man expected him to deny it? 
 David could see Jesse look at him in the corner of his eye, but watched the road and didn’t volunteer anything. To his credit the fellow didn’t tell him he was crazy to be hitchhiking in the middle of nowhere or ask him why? He rolled his makeshift pillow back up and slept some more. 
 * * * 
 They switched again in the night, Jeese driving until the eastern sky was just starting to get that blue that was the color of burnt steel. They started seeing lights at the top of radio towers and lights off in the night too far away to know with what they were associated. David was fascinated to see the emissions of the towers that were invisible to him before. 
 Jesse pulled over before they got in sight of the border. “Climb in the back with Uncle and they probably won’t even talk to you,” he told David. When they got to the border checkpoint they were very interested – in the cattle. Jesse had a big stack of papers and permits. The agents peered in the trailer with flashlights. When they were out of sight of the border Jesse stopped again and waved him forward to the cab. 
 “I thought the idiots were going to make me open up and unload. I doubt any of them have ever had any experience handling a bull. They’d have managed to get him all wound up and we’d have never got him back in without a loading chute. We’d be lucky if he didn’t trample somebody.” 
 By the time there were occasional buildings along the road the light had overcome even the brightest stars in the western sky. Muted colors were apparent outside their head lights and a few local vehicles were moving about. There were a couple clumps of men standing beside the road, workmen waiting for a ride David assumed. When they pulled up to a gate beside a low building with fencing behind it there was a man standing in the doorway scowling at them. 
 “I should have dropped you off a kilometer back. Now my buyer is going to harass me about being soft-hearted and taking riders,” Jeese said. “He’s not usually here so early, I often have to wait for him to show up.” 
 “You have my picture,” David reminded him. “Just show it to him and tell him I was on a secret mission to check up on some of my employees. That’s entirely in character. I do owe you for the ride. Consider I owe you a favor you can call upon. My address is my name at my company name, dot com. 
 “That’s brilliant, thank you. I appreciate the favor,” Jeese said. 
 When they got out Uncle made a respectful gesture to Jeese, but David stood straight and thrust his hand out to shake it. Then they walked off down the road like it was the most natural thing in the world. The business owner came over to the truck rather than go to open the gate like he normally would. “You’re going to get your throat cut some day picking up riff-raff on the road.” 
 Jeese was delighted to be able to just laugh at him. “The young one is an American and he could buy our business interests as easily as you could buy me breakfast if you weren’t such a tightwad.” 
 “Well of course. I could see that from the way he was dressed.” 
 Jesse just showed him the picture on his phone. 
 “He was checking up on some people, incognito, and they will never know their boss was inspecting their operation. It’s good to have a man like that owe you a favor,” he added. 
 “That is him. May God protect me from ever having a boss that devious!” he said heart-felt. “Not that I don’t always do everything on the up and up without being watched.” 
 “Indeed. Let’s get these cows loose why don’t we?” Jeese reminded him. 
 He took one last look at the two walking down the street and shook his head. “Do you know where they are going?” 
 “A man like that, he doesn’t tell you anything you don’t need to know,” Jesse said. 
 He just nodded and went to unlock the gate. 
 * * * 
 “It’s like a carnival,” David said of the city. 
 “I’m not sure I understand. I’m familiar with carnival as religious celebration. I’ve seen pictures of it in Europe and understand it is important in Latin America. Not to be judgmental, but I was given to understand it can involve quite unwholesome revelry,” Uncle said. “I don’t know what you could see in the city to bring it to mind.” 
 “I can see the confusion,” David agreed. “In the US there are some carnival celebrations, in New Orleans and Southern Florida. It’s a big deal there. But there are little traveling shows that set up from town to town all over and not by any religious dates. They run all through the warm months and retreat to the South in the winter. They are called carnivals. The people who run them are even called carnies. They have rides and games and food trucks, but the thing about them is they string lots of lights and have bright or flashing lights all over everything. That’s what it looks like to me now with the haloes and fringes of light on everything that has power. That transformer over there on the pole looks like a fireworks display all by itself the way it pulses.” 
 “I understand now. Such a display is meant to dazzle and amuse. In honesty, I find it tiresome to be that way all the time,” Uncle told him. 
 “Times Square in New York is meant to be like that and you’d find Las Vegas just overwhelming.” 
 “I can do without the experience, thank you. If I came to your country, surely you have quiet places like I took you? I’ve seen western movies where it looked wilder than even where we were.” 
 “There are, though it gets harder and harder to find them. Will we be too early to your nephew’s house?” David worried. “I don’t see that many people stirring about. I don’t want to wake them up.” 
 “His wives would be indignant. They would consider such late sleeping laziness. They will get up and bustle around even if there is nothing vital to do and make a big production out of making breakfast. We will simply go to the kitchen entry and call discreetly. With a little luck we can get a simple breakfast. I should warn you, I can get us a couple days hospitality, but I’d rather not wear my welcome out with a second guest beyond that. I’d take residence with them myself for weeks with no problem, but I am family.” 
 “One of our early statesmen said that fish and guests both start to stink after three days.” 
 “He was an uncommonly wise man,” Uncle allowed. 
 “I can think of two ways to deal with this,” David allowed. “I can move back in the hotel but buy you some nice clothing so you can come and go with me. I could even get you a room. Or I could pay to rent a small apartment for us to work out of here in town. You can stay with me or stay with your people and we can get together each day. Whatever works for you.” 
 “I could never be comfortable in your hotel. I’d feel out of place. I can find you a small apartment and we can walk about and give you a chance to deal with people. I know some people to talk to tomorrow and I’ll try to find something very short term. I will probably grow tired of it and want to leave the city before you do.” 
 * * * 
 Back home it would be called a studio apartment or an efficiency if not just a room. If you wanted to cook you needed one of the common butane stoves. Single or double burner versions were a common item in the market. Water was down the hall, as was the toilet and a shower, each in their own little room. There was no hand sink. For a week or two David didn’t care.  
 At least it wasn’t a hole in the floor squat toilet, but the luxury European model and obviously an add on to the original building. When he looked at both they were clean. Everything was tile and stucco and the windows had shutters and no glass, but they had screens, retro-fitted. It was an old building. With the upgrades it wasn’t cheap either. It was aimed at European renters. 
 There was an older gentleman who dressed formally and inappropriately for the climate, who left each morning at the same time. He looked too old not to be retired. He was a mystery. There was a tiny older lady who had red hair and always looked frightened to see anyone in the hall. She always scurried in her room when she saw anyone. 
 Another apartment had a family who might be locals, or at least North Africans of some variety. They kept to themselves and would just nod if greeted. The family had two boys who hardly ever stayed home. David couldn’t imagine four people jammed in the same space that made him claustrophobic living by himself. With the boys, he wondered when the school year ran, if they might go to private school, or if they were required to attend school by law at all. It was an odd bunch in the building. He never saw anybody enter or leave at all from a couple of apartments. 
 Ibrahim, Uncles nephew was close enough Uncle could stay there and they could meet up for the day. They went to the market and a coffee house. Uncle accepted the gift of some nicer clothes so they could go to a few of the nicer restaurants. 
 They went to a place in one evening that seemed rather expensive even to David, but the sort of clientele they had made it worth it. Uncle pointed out several people who had body guards. The face colors and changes in a vigilant guard’s face were very interesting. They were masters of controlling the outward appearance, but Uncle was right, there was no controlling this other display unseen to most people. 
 The one guarded person was a government official. The way the restaurant staff treated him was interesting. When the owner visited his table to inquire if everything was satisfactory his fear was both obvious and instructive. The other person Uncle didn’t know, but he had to be rich to be eating here. What David noticed was he never relaxed, not even as much as his guards allowed themselves. 
 David saw genuine attraction now enough to recognize it. Some of it like one young couple they observed in a park seemed to fairly overwhelm all the other emotions they displayed. It didn’t surprise him at all when the flashy woman with the politician displayed no signs of any real attraction to him. What she did display to normal senses was entirely fake. But the other fellow with body guards totally disgusted him. His showy lady friend had no sincere attraction to him, but neither did he for her. She was as much a fashion accessory as his gaudy expensive watch.  
 In the market there were now things to be learned too. They found David’s lady selling skewers of meat and bread with which to eat them. He was dressed down today to not stand out in the market so she looked right at him and didn’t recognize him. Probably, she was fooled because he was thinner and hadn’t shaved what thin beard he’d grown yet. 
 “I took your advice Auntie and dressed for the neighborhood,” David said. 
 She looked at him again harder and her mouth fell open. “You scoundrel! You’re skinnier too, but you have the same odd accent. There haven’t been any irate mothers around looking for you, so your disguise must be working. I won’t give you away,” she promised and went to another customer. 
 “Irate mothers?” Uncle asked, as they walked away. 
 “She strongly reproved me, last we met, for my late hours and being a dandy.” 
 “I’ve never understood this virtue in forcing one’s self up before the sun,” Uncle admitted. 
 “In English you say the early bird gets the worm,” David said. 
 “Now it all makes sense,” Uncle said. “You won’t eat worms so why rouse out early?” 
 They found a place out of the way by a wall to eat and observe. Soon Uncle called his attention to a man looking over the goods on display. 
 “He’s looking to steal something,” David concluded quickly. 
 “Why do you say that?” Uncle asked. 
 “Well, not by any skill with false colors or anything new. I’ve seen fellows like him and studies on how to place cameras to thwart retail theft. He’s trying to find a position where his body hides what he is doing on the side away from the merchant. If he could, he’d pick something up and then step closer like he’s looking at another item. When he straightens up he can pocket the item and the motion will cover slipping it in a pocket. But the merchant has his things set so you have to reach quite far to pick something up and he watches until you set it back. Usually a fellow like this has an accomplice working with him to distract the seller.” 
 “Even if he did, the fellow in the next booth is covering for him. He watches when he has no customer of his own,” Uncle said. “But do observe his face. He’s both frustrated and excited. He gets a thrill from stealing. I’ve seen that sort of face on others. He may have a strange thing about fire too. He should be watched closely not to set fires on other’s property.” 
 “Oh, he’s obsessive,” David said. “Does this show up on people who require extreme orderliness to be happy?” 
 “Explain further, I’m not sure I understand,” Uncle asked. 
 “The sort who has to have everything on a shelf spaced exactly and turned just so,” David said, illustrating it with his hands. “Who can’t lay a box on a table unless it is set square to the edges, or can’t abide a picture hanging crooked on the wall.” 
 “Yes! The sort who count their coins every few minutes because they aren’t sure they have the sum of them after a few minutes. They count their steps to work every morning though they’ve walked it a thousand times,” Uncle said. 
 “There are forms of it where they compulsively wash their hands over and over too,” David said. 
 “Amazing. But yes, it’s a defect of the mind,” Uncle agreed. 
 When they went to dinner that evening as soon as the waiter served the people at the next table they looked at each other and got up and left without a word between them.  
 “You saw,” Uncle said, in the street. 
 “Yes, he was horribly unbalanced and glowing with malice. But on the surface he’s smiling and full of good will. He’s going to hurt somebody,” David predicted. 
 “He probably has hurt somebody,” Uncle said. “It will just shock everybody when they find out it is the happy smiling waiter who everybody likes.” 
 The lessons weren’t that hard. It was just gathering data. David knew how to do that. 
 David took him to a pizza place twice for lunch because Uncle really liked pizza, and Ibrahim’s wives never made it. They were enjoying the Supreme version this second luncheon. It surprised David it appeared to have pepperoni on it. He wasn’t brave enough to ask if there was a version that didn’t have pork. But they also had women customers, so maybe the place didn’t cater to the strictly observant. 
 “That lady in the corner facing us has an appearance about her face very much like a woman who rents in my building,” David noted. 
 “You don’t mean the scarf do you?” Uncle asked. 
 “No it’s hard to describe. It’s like a sort of funnel in gray around her face.” David had a sudden realization and forced a frown on his face when he wanted to laugh. 
 “And it’s amusing?” Uncle asked, by no means fooled by his trying to hide the smile. 
 “It’s one of those weird associations that come to you. She may have seen me looking at her and I don’t want to be seen laughing immediately. She’d easily take offence, not knowing why. Have you ever seen a funnel that a veterinary puts on a dog to keep it from worrying at a bandage or stitches?” 
 “No, very few people have such valuable animals that they are worth hiring a veterinary. Perhaps a rich person with race horses might. But dogs are unclean to most people here anyway.” 
 “Give me a second,” David asked and worked his phone with his thumbs. “There that’s what I’m talking about.” The picture was of a miniature bulldog with a plastic Elizabethan collar. 
 Uncle smiled too and chastised David. “You didn’t have to pick one with such a clear family resemblance, but yes I see exactly the effect you do.” He hesitated, seeming to pick his words carefully. “I’ve seen this a few times. Does the woman in your building seem unusual?” 
 “She seems to always be afraid and very timid. She scurries back in her room if anyone is about.” 
 Uncle nodded, unsurprised. “I’ve seen that on people who were mistreated. It says more about the other people in her life than her. Unfortunately I’ve seen it on children. It isn’t something that has to take a long time to appear.” 
 “It makes me wonder,” David said. “I haven’t seen her have any visitors. I wonder if her family might show the same signs as the merchants you pointed out and warned me about in the market?” 
 “They probably share at least some of those traits, if they affected her like that.” 
 David’s phone vibrated, which surprised him, because nobody had ever called him in Djibouti but Uncle who was sitting at the table with him. It was his nephew, Ibrahim, calling on the family phone, to speak with Uncle. 
 David just passed the phone to uncle who did more listening than speaking. 
 “Do you have your passport with you?” Uncle asked as he handed the phone back. 
 “Always, you never know,” David declared. 
 “Indeed, well never is now. My nephew has sufficient connections to be warned there is a political storm gathering tonight. He advises going straight to the airport and taking the first flight out. It isn’t safe for foreigners.” 
 “Let me see what kind of connections I can get,” David said, picking the phone up to consult again. 
 Before he could start to input anything Uncle reached his hand over and blocked the screen. 
 “Now, anywhere safe you can go, not when there are convenient connections.” 
 “It’s that bad?” David asked. 
 “Bad enough not to go back and get your things from your apartment,” Uncle insisted. “Let me have your phone again and I’ll call a car. Better now that they hear a local accent and name.” 
 David listened as Uncle asked for a taxi in Amharic and gave his name. He kept the phone. 
 “I shall ride to the airport with you in case anyone thinks to impede you,” Uncle insisted. 
 “Thank you for your care,” David said. 
 “I owe your father and do not want to see your talent extinguished,” Uncle said. “Finish your pizza and drink. You don’t know where you will go or eat next. The car will be a few minutes still.” He followed his own advice and had another slice. 



 Chapter 14 
 The phone buzzed again and Uncle said a single word into it. “Let me speak to the driver,” Uncle warned. “Best that he not remember your accent. Nothing we can do about your face. Do you have a few large bank notes?” 
 “I have a few hundred dollar bills still,” David said. 
 “Excellent. Stick them in your passport to as they say, grease the skids.” 
 It amazed David the odd idioms Uncle knew. 
 Nothing appeared out of the ordinary at the airport. David paid the driver, who appeared to see nothing that concerned him. He had a sudden thought and shoved extra money at the fellow. “Wait to take my Uncle back home,” he ordered and climbed out. 
 Uncle reached and took David’s arm by the elbow. “Steady an old man,” he warned sharply. There was a sudden amazing transformation. Uncle was suddenly bent and had a hard time stepping up to the curb with an unbalanced lurch. 
 The armed police had an anxious look on their faces. David saw it much better with the enhanced senses he had now. They had that look like they were bracing themselves to confront him, but when they saw Uncle stumble on the curb they had a sudden flash of concern for the old man. When David reached to steady Uncle their attention on him vanished. David wondered if Uncle had powers to influence people he hadn’t shared with him? 
 “Look at the displays and buy the first flight to somewhere you don’t need a visa,” Uncle said. 
 There was a flight in thirty minutes to France, it would be a bit of a rush get on it but he approached the Air France counter quickly. 
 “Do you have a seat for Paris on the close departure?” David asked in French. 
 “For one or two?” the young man asked, looking at Uncle. 
 “Just myself, I’ve been visiting my Uncle here, but I need to go home quickly now. I’ll get connections in Paris,” David said. 
 “I have a Seat Plus you might find more comfortable for a tall gentleman such as yourself,” the fellow suggested trying to up-sell him. David wanted to yell at him, given the short time but just said, “That will do nicely and thrust his credit card at him. The process seemed to run slower than it ever had, but it was his impatience. He didn’t hear any questions about his lack of luggage, which made him suspect they knew something was afoot. 
 “There is a cart coming,” the clerk said. “It isn’t that far but we are tight on time.” 
 David wanted to scream ‘No kidding?’ at him, but smiled and said “Thank you for expediting me.” He slipped a couple fifties to the kid and got a genuine smile back. He had time to give Uncle a quick hug before the cart stopped. He wasn’t sure that was local custom, but it felt right. The driver jerked the electric cart in motion right away. He must be aware time was tight and he’d obviously been told what gate to go to. It wasn’t until the plane started to taxi before he thought of Uncle again and worried if he’d get home safe? Uncle had said tonight, so there should be plenty of time to get to his nephews house and hole up against whatever trouble was brewing. 
 Riding the cart seemed to make all the difference in getting his passport checked quickly and without extra scrutiny, although the money probably didn’t hurt either. He tipped the cart driver heavily too. The area beyond security was grimy. He was glad he made it just in time to board. 
 When the wheels clunked up David felt a surer sense of relief. The authorities would have to have a serious, specific reason to call an aircraft back. Looking at the relief pained on the face of the cabin attendants to be airbourne, they were aware something was brewing too. If they got a call to come back they might not obey it. He didn’t think Djibouti had any interceptors and if the French had any in country he doubted they would agree to turn back an Air France plane. 
 Thinking everything over now that there was no rush, he wondered if Ibrahim took any risk calling his phone. Considering what he’d seen of the man he was likely able to speak to Uncle in code words and generalities. There wasn’t much he could do for him. Indeed probably the best thing he could do for him was to pretend not to know him if anybody asked. 
 * * * 
 In Paris, David was back in the world with which he was at home and with which he was comfortable. He knew how things worked here and how to deal with them. His new sight saw the signs of security sensors everywhere. He knew they were there before, that was his business after all, but seeing their emissions directly was something new. 
 He was exhausted after the adrenaline rush of his exit from Djibouti so he took their shuttle to the airport Holiday Inn. He had a couple favorite hotels further away, but just wanted to crash in a bed quickly. He had confidence they would be passable if unexciting. He’d just had enough excitement to last for awhile. The only clothing he had was what was on his back and they fit poorly after his trek with Uncle. The hotel could not have them laundered by the morning but they could be dry-cleaned. He looked at a news accumulator site before bed, but there was nothing about Djibouti. 
 The shower was a treat with unlimited hot water and David stood face into it, unashamed to be glad to be back to such luxuries. When he came out of the shower he was shocked to see himself in the huge mirror above the wash basin. He knew he’d lost some weight, but this was almost like a stranger looking back at him. Some of the constant urgency to get things done had been muted by his stay with Uncle. He wasn’t sure he wanted to allow it to creep back into his life and lose this physical conditioning. He’d have never taken the time to get in such good shape without this trip. 
 There was finally a news item. Phone and internet service to Djibouti was interrupted and the news service intimated it might have political causes rather than any technical problem. That made him worry about Uncle and Ibrahim, but oddly gave him some satisfaction that he hadn’t rushed away for no reason at all. There was a buffet breakfast downstairs and he elected to have it rather than use room service. He was enjoying exploring his senses in first world conditions and wanted to see more people and continue to learn what he could tell from their countenance. 
 He enjoyed a bountiful plate and was thinking of indulging just a bit more, having been away from such an abundance so long, when a fellow went to the buffet who had a odd appearance. He had a sickly dirty yellow tinged aura about him and seemed tired. After he got a plate and returned to his table he discreetly wiped his nose and eyes with his napkin. David quickly realized the man was sick and feeling miserable with something. Whatever it was he didn’t want to catch it, so he eschewed another plate off the hot buffet where the man had just touched most of the serving handles. He got a few pastries off the desert table the man hadn’t approached yet and another coffee. These new abilities were turning out to have unexpected benefits and uses. 
 There was a late flight available to New York. That sounded fine to David. The terminal would be a little less crazy and traffic to get to a hotel easier. He booked it and called for a cab to go buy some decent clothes that fit him. The hotel concierge suggested a place called Charvet for ready to wear if he didn’t have time for made to measure. As the cab was pulling away from the hotel he was looking out the window and a man on the sidewalk jerked like he’d been shocked and drew his hands up in a defensive pose with his palms out. He spun around and bent his knees slightly although there was nobody near him. The oddest thing was his face was contorted in anger and he clearly looked straight at David with the most hateful expression. 
 The cab soon was out of sight of him, but it left David shaken. He couldn’t see any reason for the fellow’s extreme reaction. It happened when the cab was approaching him from the rear, so it wasn’t a matter of the man seeing David or recognizing him. He’d changed in appearance enough he suspected he might be difficult to identify by people he hadn’t seen in awhile. The cab had just pulled away from the curb, picking up speed, so the man might reasonably connect him with the hotel. 
 He didn’t understand why anyone would react to him like that, but he didn’t want any trouble either. There wasn’t anything requiring him to go back. He’d intended to check out later anyway, so he called the front desk informed them he was unable to return to check out and they should close out the bill on the room and put it on his card. Acting on that made him feel a little better. 
 The salesman at Charvet was pleasant, but seemed distressed when he explained he’d lost all his luggage and had a flight booked for the evening. He needed something to wear now with no time for alternations at all, as well as a couple shirts and a decent pair of shoes. The third suit David tried on seemed to fit as well as anything he’d ever owned before, but the fellow fussed with the shoulders unhappy and tugged on the sleeves like they might stretch, but agreed there was no help for it given the press of time. He asked if there was another suit made on the same pattern in a different fabric. A similar suit was available in a crème instead of the silvery gray of the first and David was happy with them, much more so than the salesman. He got four shirts and ties and a few odds and ends like socks. He rejected the shoes as too formal and uncomfortable to have to wear traveling with no time to break them in and determined he’d have to make another stop for others. These he had on didn’t go with the suit at all but that was just too bad, no matter what sort of face the salesman made at them. 
 The salesman didn’t seem surprised when David asked if he had a small plastic bag. He indicated a size range with his fingers. When he got another pair of shoes he intended to remove his botanical specimens and carry them in his pocket. If asked he’d truthfully say they were an herbal remedy that helped his vision. If anyone took serious exception to the little sections he’d broken off, he’d yield them and find another way to import them. The fitter brought him a couple small bags that self sealed like you might put extra buttons in. David divided his Wizard’s Jewel stash into both of them. 
 He asked the salesman to call a car service and went to change into the gray suit. The salesman seemed approving for the first time when he asked them to dispose of his old clothing. The second suit came in a black synthetic hanger bag, David decided that would serve and a carry-on and the handle bag would serve for his shirts and ties. He really didn’t feel like shopping for luggage. At least it didn’t say Yoder’s Fudge on the side. That left enough of the day free to have lunch, find some comfortable shoes and still have time to kill before a late supper and flight. 
 The car was a Porto, a fairly new service David hadn’t tried. It was a standard size and unremarkable car which was fine, he didn’t need to impress anyone. Being flashy just attracted the wrong sort of attention and made people charge you more. The driver was a solid fellow, not fat but stocky with thick burly eyebrows and an open collar casual shirt. He seemed mildly dubious of David. 
 The shoes ended up being Italian slip-ons with a woven top. His old shoes weren’t that bad but too much weight to want to add to the bag and not worth shipping home. David told the merchant to toss them in the trash or give them to charity. The fellow seemed to take it for a joke. The cab was still waiting for him when he went out. He wasn’t sure he’d still be there, the fellow hadn’t seemed pleased at his request and had asked to be paid to that point. Perhaps he thought David would slink out the back and stiff him. 
 “If you aren’t going off duty soon, I have time to kill before a late flight. If you would suggest somewhere you’d eat dinner yourself, you can let the meter run and I’ll treat you to dinner, then you can take me to the airport,” David offered. 
 “Do you like Hungarian food?” the fellow asked. He seemed oddly defensive. 
 “I’ve only had a few common dishes, but I have yet to find any sort of food that isn’t good properly prepared,” David said truthfully. “I suspect if you think you don’t like any sort of food it’s because you didn’t get the real thing that someone’s grandmother would have fed them.” 
 “I’m a bachelor, so I have no family to run home to. I pretty much set my own hours, so I’ll take your kind offer. There’s a place not too far off a route to the airport that serves a decent goulash or stuffed cabbage like you’ve probably had. They make a good chicken paprikash too, but you can get a similar dish, a pörkölt that is excellent made with lamb if you care for that and feel adventuresome.” 
 “I just came from Djibouti, so fortunately for me I like lamb. I’ll try just about anything,” David claimed, “so lead on.” 
 “Ah good, but I won’t run the meter eating on your hospitality,” the hack said, dropping it in gear. “I appreciate the trade, but I’d find that greedy. Oh, they have deserts to die for too.” 
 * * * 
 “I ate too much,” David said, staggering back to the cab. 
 “Well, nobody was holding a gun to your head,” Tony said, laughing. They’d traded names at dinner and chatted, mostly about food and nothing serious. 
 “What was that last? The three kinds of cake with everything piled on it?” David asked. 
 “Somlói galuska, but if you can’t remember just describe it like you just did, as three kinds of cake with cream and nuts and raisins. Any good Hungarian place will know what you mean.” 
 “And chocolate sauce… ” David remembered. “I’m going to fly across the Atlantic in a couple hours. I should have just had the entrée and skipped the bread, much less desert, but I was on thin rations in Djibouti, down in Ethiopia actually. I’m afraid I went a little crazy being back where I can eat what I want.” 
 “You can’t eat like that every night,” his driver agreed. “You’re an odd one. You dress nice and obviously aren’t hurting for money. Why would you go without food? Did you get in trouble with the law? I’ve heard those countries are a horrible place to get arrested. I’d have to be persuaded pretty hard to risk visiting them at all.” 
 David would have resented the personal question from a simple hired hack, but he didn’t after sharing a meal and conversation with the man. “I never had any particular desire either,” David admitted, “but my father died recently and left me a duty to visit and study with a sort of local wise man. He wasn’t exactly what you would expect, neither a medicine man nor a religious figure.” 
 “Was it worth it? Did you learn anything?” Tony asked. 
 “Without getting all mystical on you, he changed how I look at everything,” David admitted. “It has completely altered the way everything seems to me.” 
 “Good on you then, for respecting your father’s wishes,” Tony said approvingly. “Maybe you better walk around the terminal a little after that dinner,” he suggested. 
 David gave him a handsome tip when dropped off. The airport ride was a separate charge set by law, so he had to pay that separately. It seemed silly. The whole evening was easily worth it for the educational value and not gouging him. He’d have willingly paid for the meter running until after dinner. He was hardly poor. Tony had no trouble accepting the gratuity as his due. 
 * * * 
 Walking was a good idea. David thought he was taking decent care of himself before going with Uncle, but had revised his opinion his first day in the dessert. If he didn’t make a conscious effort he’d loose all the conditioning he’d acquired and get soft again. He could imagine some people would ask why it mattered. He was after all not an athlete. Neither did he expect to continue adventuring in remote areas. But he felt better than he had since he was a teenager. David got his boarding pass from a kiosk, took a tram to security, then an escalator ride up to the gates. 
 Checking the time the waiting area to the gate closed he had a little more than an hour before the close of check-in time. He set a twenty minute alarm on his phone and walked away, stopping at a restroom along the way. When his phone buzzed he retraced his route with time to spare. Tony was right, the constitutional did help settle the big meal. Now if he’d only thought to get a paperback he’d be set. He had some books on his phone but the screen was really too small to enjoy. 
 There were two women sitting by themselves, one older and one much younger. They might have been mother and daughter. They had on Middle Easter clothing but not the extreme burka with the grill over the face. The older had a flared white coat with the front open showing a pleated multicolor gown underneath. The younger a single black dress with elaborately embroidered arms that ended with pearl beads around the cuffs. The both had head scarves, the older woman a white on white texture and the younger black with silver threads to match some of the stitching on the arms. 
 David found them interesting but he had no idea what country they were from by their dress. Somewhere fairly liberal since there was no male relative in attendance. They also had their lower faces uncovered, although that might be a liberty they were taking away from home. 
 The older woman looked up and caught David looking at them, jerking all over like somebody jabbed her with a shock stick. Her face contorted and she grabbed at her scarf and wrapped the end over her lower face barely leaving her eyes showing. Even that still uncovered was full of anger. 
 David was embarrassed. He hadn’t thought he was staring or displayed too much interest. He averted his gaze thinking to mollify her but she drew his eyes back by making an aggressive gesture at him. She thrust her hand out palm to him with the thumb and two fingers up and the end two folded down. She muttered something at the younger woman David couldn’t hear clearly, except the word jinn, because she spat that out as an expletive. 
 The younger woman looked horribly embarrassed. She was obviously trying to calm the older woman and not succeeding. The older woman made a gesture about her face like Uncle had in describing the aura some people had that showed their health or emotional state. The old woman got up ignoring the restraining hand the younger put on her arm and marched up to the gate counter. 
 There were two employees for Canadian Airlines. The woman waved away the man briskly with a chop of her hand that turned into a beckoning motion to the woman. She switched to French and started out speaking softly, but when the agent started shaking her head no she got upset and they both ended up raising their voices until David could follow most of the exchange. 
 “I didn’t see the man approach you,” the gate agent objected. “Did he even speak to you? He seems to be sitting there very inoffensively.” The older woman leaned in closer and hissed something unintelligible to David. “Madam, we serve people of all faiths.” The agent said a bit huffily. “I don’t care if he is a Catholic or a Baptist, or even a witch, though I can’t see how you can tell just looking at him. It is simply not our concern.” 
 The woman was making negating gestures and explaining further, but the woman for the airline wasn’t buying any of it and had her face set hard. Up against a stone wall the older lady announced they would take a different flight and stomped off out of the waiting area. She didn’t look back or gesture to her companion, who had to follow or be left behind. She gathered her skirts and rushed to catch up, carefully looking at neither David nor the gate agent. 
 The woman in the Canadian Airlines uniform looked at David and made a gesture flipping her palms out in front of her as if to say, “What is one to do?” Then David noticed the male agent was standing still holding a hard wired phone with a concerned look on his face. It was only a half minute or so until a cart pulled up with pair of the local police working security and engaged in a conversation with both agents. The lead cop only glanced at David when the woman agent made a gesture at him in the course of explaining what happened. 
 “The older cop who didn’t carry a slung weapon like his assistant came over to David and inquired of him in English. “Excuse me sir. You are American, is that correct?” 
 “Yes, but I’m quite comfortable using French,” David offered. 
 “Very well,” the policeman said, switching, “do you know either of the ladies who just left? 
 “No, I’m not even sure where they might be from by their dress and appearance. I just came from Djibouti. They don’t seem to be dressed the way the locals dressed there. I did glance at them, but didn’t stare or make any facial gestures or anything to provoke them. If I did something to put the older woman in such instant dislike of me I’m unaware of it. I apologize for any difficulty I created.” 
 Not at all,” the policeman said,” shaking his head, “rather I’d say you were the party treated rudely. It seems to have been a matter of superstition on the part of the older lady, which the airline agents say her companion didn’t share at all. That alone tells me it was her problem since her companion was trying to persuade her not to create a scene according the gate agents. I’d dismiss it from mind if I were you. I hope you have a good flight without any further unpleasantness.” 
 “Thank you,” David said, but the fellow was turning away already as he said it, finished. When the left they followed on after the women, David noticed. He wondered if they would speak to them too? If David had changed in appearance, not just from the walking and changed diet, but in his own false colors such as he was seeing now, Uncle hadn’t mentioned it. Even looking in the mirror at both the clothing store and here using the restroom he hadn’t noticed anything. Did a common mirror not reflect those new hues like it did the normal ones? That was another experiment he’d have to do. It wasn’t something he’d have thought to ask Uncle, and it might be something of which Uncle was so long aware that it wouldn’t occur to him to mention it. 
 The rest of the boarding went without incident. Nobody even looked at him strangely. 



 Chapter 15 
 The view from the airplane was dark and without much detail, but there was enough there to tell his new vision wasn’t impaired by being in the Faraday cage of an aluminum fuselage. There were the windows, but when he leaned back and closed his eyes his new senses gave him an unimpeded view like he’d enjoyed under the night sky with Uncle. 
 The exhaust from the engines was full of the sparkling indicators of heat and the cabin was full of indications of electrical activity behind the trim in the cabin walls and even in the seatback in front of him. It was busy, but David speculated it wasn’t as irritating to him as Uncle, because he knew what was creating it. Like a lot of the traffic signs along the highway it was something he was already learning to filter out of his awareness. 
 When David deplaned he was among the first at customs because he had no luggage to claim, just a cheap store suit bag and a shopping bag with handles. His declaration was simplicity itself. He had the receipt for the clothing he was wearing and carrying and his shoes. All of it came to less than four thousand dollars. The first indication he had a problem was when the customs agent looked at his pass port and his face did a transformation similar to that he’d witnessed on the Middle Eastern lady in Paris. His eyes didn’t just narrow they changed hue around then and he got a similar false color at the temples. The tiny bag of Wizard’s Jewel he thought would be no problem suddenly seemed a huge weight in his pocket. 
 “Empty all your pockets in the tray,” the agent instructed David, jabbing his finger at the tray emphatically. He had a tattoo on the back of his hand which surprised David. He thought such visible ink would disqualify him for the position. The man turned and told one of the other customs agents behind him. “Get a helper gloved up and get ready to do a secondary exam with me,” he said, with just a little too much enthusiasm. David was shocked at his hostility. 
 Turning back to David who hadn’t moved to empty his pockets the man asked, “How is it you arrive with just these recently bought clothes and no other luggage? Didn’t you have luggage when you went to Djibouti? What happened to it?” He positively glowered. 
 “The friends with whom I was visiting got word there was a political disturbance brewing and advised me not to take the time to reclaim my few possessions, but to go straight to the airport and leave, because it might soon be unsafe for foreigners. I’ve seen on the news that Djibouti has had a news black-out with telephone and internet service cut. Given that, I think their advice was excellent. I’m glad to have gotten away safely from what might have been a dangerous situation.” 
 The man suddenly glanced at the empty try and seemed to notice David wasn’t complying with his instructions to empty his pockets. His brow furrowed deeper and he started to open his mouth and lift a hand to point at the empty tray. David resolved he wasn’t going to lose control of his wallet or other documents and certainly not yield his sample of Wizard’s Jewel or submit to a cavity search that seemed to be the fellow’s intent from his words. 
 The agent had a radio in a stout belt holster with a microphone clipped on his collar. David could see the slight glow of electrical energy from it. He understood the construction of it and could tell where the Lithium-ion battery was in the device. He willed the surrounding thermal energy to converge on the battery. It took less than a second before the delicate membranes isolating the reactive metal were breached and the radio burst into a ball of white hot flame at the man’s hip. 
 The man tried to rip it out of the leather box in which it was fastened but had to pull his hands back from the intense heat. He turned around three times, reacting without clear thought, as if he could get away from the ball of fire on his hip. Two of the other agents took him to the floor and went to work trying to undo his belt to get it off him. There was a great deal of confused yelling and cursing and the billowing smoke started to make sorting it out even more confusing. 
 One of the agents standing back came forward and yelled at the three travelers standing across the counter from them. “Clear the area!” he demanded with an emphatic wave of his hand. Then he too dove in to help the others. David didn’t have to be told twice. He scooped up his passport and papers laying there, leaving his suit bag and other things. The man to David’s left his abandoned his open suitcase and hurried ahead of David into the public area. The next traveler behind David seemed frozen in horror unable to obey, but neither of them were any concern of David’s. He forced himself to walk at a normal pace. He lost his companion from the customs inspection at the first seats they came to. The man turned aside and sat there in shock, probably just realizing he’d left his bag behind and wondering what to do about it. David didn’t spare a glance at him and just kept calmly walking. 
 He didn’t really start to feel secure until he was outside. Rather than take a cab or car service he noted which of three hotel shuttle buses seemed fullest, got aboard and turned his phone off. It was early morning and the streets were busy, but nowhere near the clogged mess he knew they would be in another hour. He picked his bus well, because one more person got aboard and the driver pulled away. When he got to the hotel he entered the building and went in the bar. He sat in booth and waited a few moments. Before anyone could come serve him he got up, went in the restroom and after using it left the hotel. Rather than have the doorman call a cab he walked to the next intersection, turned the corner and kept walking, making turns at random. 
 When David was about six blocks away and in front of some commercial buildings that were less likely to have good surveillance cameras than a retail business he booted his phone up and called a car. He paid cash, turned his phone back off, and rode to a bank where he went in and withdrew more on his card than he could get at a machine. The cab then took him to Kew Gardens station and he took the commuter train with a transfer to New Jersey. If somebody was really intent on it they could track him between all the public and private cameras and his phone, but it would take a huge effort. Surveillance was David’s business and he could easily make it difficult to track him real-time. He didn’t care if someone reconstructed his movements in a month. He didn’t see the need to actually disappear, that would be difficult. Even with the knowledge he had it would be both expensive and illegal. He hoped things never got to the point he’d need to attempt that. 
 There was a Walmart in walking distance of the second station in New Jersey. It was visible from the station so he got off. He bought a phone and sat and set it up with false accounts while he had a little lunch at a sandwich shop in the store. He set his old phone back to the factory defaults erasing everything and dropped it in a trash barrel. There was a FedEx shop closer to the next rail station than this one. He bought padded mailers and a small paper pad, writing a note to his secretary and one to his father’s attorney Crenshaw. He instructed his secretary to put the envelope with the enclosed botanical specimens in their shared safe and advised Crenshaw he’d completed his father’s quest and would be along in a week or two to share the story and claim the enclosed sample of succulent which was part of the story. 
 It was only after he had both small plastic bags out of his possession that David felt safe. The customs agent had frightened him badly. He’d felt a malevolence radiating from the man at a level he’d never experienced before. He was having a hard time crediting his new talents for that, because he was still training himself in using them for social situations. But the strong perception was there anyway. He knew his plant wasn’t a drug in the way the law defined it. But he was sure if they had seen dried plant material in a little baggie he’d have had a very hard time getting released and proving his innocence. He had little confidence their lab would even return a proper report. From what he’d been reading they often found what they were expected to find. As a diligent contractor that offended him. 
 Why he’d been tagged for extra attention when he’d passed through customs and security many times before with no problem was a very good question. It could have just been a random event, but it was very hard to persuade himself of that. If he had trouble now because of how Uncle’s training changed his appearance, that suggested the customs agent could tell and disapproved, just like the stranger on the sidewalk and the older lady at the airport in Paris. He hadn’t anticipated this sort of trouble and Uncle hadn’t warned him of it. But then Uncle didn’t travel abroad. 
  At least now, if they regretted waving him and the other passengers through and tracked them down, he wouldn’t have the Jewel Weed on him. There was no believable way they could connect him to the exploding radio battery. Their own video would show he wasn’t near it even if they identified him from it. Even if he confessed to doing it they wouldn’t believe it and think him crazy when he told them how he did it. At this point, if they arrested him in connection with the customs disturbance David was confident he had the funds to make bail and fund a strong defense.  
 He called for a rental car to come pick him up, sitting outside the FedEx office on a decorative planter. Still… he was paranoid enough to turn his new phone off. If they were looking for him locally it was far too early to connect him to this phone by the rental pick-up, in theory. 
 If anyone was looking for David he imagined they would expect him to return to Atlanta because of his business. He was in no rush to do so and wanted to speak with Crenshaw before going back and deciding what he’d do with his business. His firm’s importance to him had changed significantly. Now he was concerned with using its technical expertise and facilities to support an investigation of the things Uncle showed him. Growing the business bigger had gone down a notch in importance since it was entirely big enough to support his research in that area. The company was positioned solidly enough that he was sure his subordinates couldn’t destroy it in a couple months. His desire to be secure financially would also hinge more on his father’s bequest now if he received it. 
 Of course his brother and other relatives might contest that, despite his father’s plain warning that he was prepared to allow such a contest to destroy the worth of his estate. David wasn’t counting on that as a done deal yet by any means. Since walking with Uncle he’d picked up a lot of his attitude about time. David simply wasn’t in as big a rush to do anything as he would have been before. Rather than hurry back south to Atlanta to resume control of his company, he’d take a few days to drive the rural scenic routes west into Pennsylvania and wait to see if he was a wanted man. 
 He’d follow the news carefully for any indication he was wanted. Perhaps in a week call Crenshaw and see if he was available to interview him and recover the plant. He’d contact a horticulturist, perhaps someone at the university or an agent of the agricultural service and arrange to see if the plant could be identified and propagated. Succulents were supposed to be hardy and resistant to drought. Perhaps a segment would stay viable and able to take root if exposed to moisture again. 
 When the rental car pulled up David waved at the driver and walked over. He’d put the car on his card and that would be the last time he use it for awhile so it was useless to track him. He paid the higher price for out of state use, intimating he might go as far as Georgia. When he left the agency he pulled over at a nearby parking lot and used his knowledge of electronics to make sure the car wasn’t streaming his location. He had those skills before, but now they were augmented by the ability to see any hidden or inexplicable wiring activated when the car was running. 
 A stop at a local discount store got him a tourist’s guide for Pennsylvania and a tablet with GPS to hang on the dash. He also got a few pair of cheap slacks, jeans and long sleeved shirts. He wasn’t quite ready to dress down to the t-shirt level. A soft bag to put them in was cheaper without a sports team logo. That amused him. He’d have paid extra for plain. David quickly downloaded an onboard map and driving program to the tablet. A phablet technically as it could make calls. He was actually looking forward to an extra little vacation. He’d never been around Pennsylvania. It had to have some pretty and interesting areas. 
 He was west of Scranton and you had to zoom the tablet in tight before anything showed a town name. The road was following a calm river with a few boats and kayakers on it. An old fashioned motel came into sight on his right with a large sign by the edge of the road saying UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT. Since there was a crew replacing the roof along one side of the L shaped building and the lawn was neatly mowed with flowers growing along the edge instead of weeds David decided to give it a try. The tourist guide didn’t list it at all, but unless it was a big historic hotel or famous lodge they didn’t list anything but the big chains. 
 On the side with the roof work in progress one of the doors was open and when he stopped a man came to the door with a paint roller in hand and examined David carefully. He must have passed inspection, because he went back in. There was a child’s play wagon outside the office with gardening hand tools, gloves, and a cardboard box with pulled weeds. The woman was roughly the same age as the man he’d seen, somewhere in their early thirties. He suspected these were the new owners. He went to the office at the corner of the L, past an ice machine and butt collector with a No Smoking sign. 
 “Just myself for one night,” David told her. “I think I’m running pretty close to my limit on my card so I’d like to pay you cash. In advance of course,” he hastened to add. 
 “Sign in please,” the woman asked pointing at a keyboard and screen with a check in form. Will you be having guests?” 
 “Just me,” David assured her. “I don’t have friends or relatives anywhere close. She leaned forward far enough to see him pull out his driver’s license to copy the number. She certainly could see it said Georgia if not the details. She did look a little quizzical though when he went back and looked out the window at his car. 
 “I have a rental car. I haven’t needed the license number before now to remember it,” David explained. “I can see you are renovating. Do I get one of the refurbished rooms?” 
 “Oh sure. That wing is all done,” the lady said, waving to her left. My husband is doing the other wing right now, room by room. Some of them were in pretty bad shape and take a month to really fix up. The previous owner let things go a long time. By the time they closed down even they wouldn’t try to rent out about half the rooms. 
 “We usually close down the office and turn the sign off at midnight. If you need anything after that we’d appreciate it if you only wake us up for an emergency. You can leave the key card in the room if you leave early. That’ll be four hundred seventy five, Five fifty five with local and state tax and VAT.” 
 “That seems terribly reasonable with you fixing the place up. Call it an even six hundred,” David said, laying six bills down. 
 “Thank you, that’s appreciated,” she said, but still ran the money through a verification machine to check it wasn’t counterfeit and report the serial numbers. That didn’t matter, he’d be long gone before anyone could trace it to his cash withdrawl against his card. With so many vendors and reporting systems there was always lag and sometimes outright data loss between systems. 
 “Is there somewhere around you’d go to yourself for dinner?” David asked. 
 “Keep on going along the creek,” She waved. “Down near the Interstate is a restaurant all painted blue. The sign says Sugar Shack. That’s my cousin’s place and if you mention you are staying at the Maple Lodge we don’t get any money back, but she trades referrals with us. It’s pretty decent food and the kitchen is clean. They aren’t Amish, but they hire Amish and that’s how the menu is themed.” 
 “I’ll do that after I have a shower and change clothes,” David said. 
 “You don’t need anything fancy,” she said eyeballing his suit. “You may be tempted to call the Fashion Police if you see some of the tourists eating. They dress so casual the Amish avert their eyes and have given up saying anything to them as a lost cause.” 
 The man David had seen working came through from the back. He had some drips and smears of paint on his shirt but had cleaned his hands. They probably had their own living quarters and a way out the back there. He looked over her shoulder at their own monitor David couldn’t see and seemed satisfied with David’s ID and numbers. 
 “The lady explained you are renovating room by room. I admire the entrepreneurial spirit. I see you’re having the roof done. Can you do most of the other work yourself?” David asked. 
 “Pretty much. If I don’t have a friend who can show me how to do it I watch a half dozen videos about how to do it and can usually fake it. When we got it last year some of the stuff was so old it was a toss-up between replacing things or just cleaning them up and calling it quaint. But I’m not a big fan of quaint, so new it is. When you come back from dinner I suggest you don’t leave anything visible in your car. This isn’t a particularly bad area but we still sometimes have people ride along the road late checking parked vehicles for valuables. We really don’t want to gate the parking lot. That looks bad.” 
 “I’ll do that thanks. I’m not traveling with any expensive equipment like cameras so it’s easy.” David took the key card off the counter and headed out to move his car. The roofers seemed to be finishing up for the day and the door was shut where the owner had been working. He was ready to call it a day from traveling too. 
 The room had been refurbished. There was still a bit of new paint smell about it and maybe some odor from the new carpet too, David decided on inspecting it. His pants were a little short and he had to cut the stiff label out of the shirt or it was going to drive him crazy. He went to the office expecting the loan of a razor blade or scissors, but the lady had an actual little tool to rip seams open and loaned it to him. He didn’t know such a thing existed, but she said to leave it in the room. He’d do his other two shirts while he had the use of the little tool. 
 The restaurant was easy to find and must serve an early crowd. It was only six thirty and there were a lot of dirty tables and a busboy working hard to clear them, but no line or wait. The menu didn’t offer anything exotic. Roast turkey or fried chicken, roast beef or liver. There were stuffed cabbage and Schnitzel. David asked if it was made with veal or pork. It was pork but he decided to try it anyway. 
 They surprised him with a huge platter to accommodate a very large cutlet. It came with egg spaetzle dressed with a thin gravy, lemon slices adorning the pork, and fresh green beans pan fried with a little onion in bacon grease. The waitress pushed the apple pie as the perfect accompaniment so what could he do? He did draw the line at adding ice cream. He was going to need a regular program of serious exercise if he kept eating like this. 
 There was a gift shop that had touristy items and more baked goods to take home. The sign outside had a maple leaf painted on it. Sure enough, the Sugar Shack sold maple syrup. They didn’t have a separate cash register for the gift shop. You paid for your selection on the way out. There was an older woman looking at a bunch of wooden disks you might use as coasters. They were felt backed and painted on the face with the same sort of designs the Amish painted on their barns. David had seen a few. There was one featured on the cover of his travel guide. 
 The woman had one up to her mouth like she was talking into a phone and when David came in the little shop she gave him a mischievous grin. That look turned to a little bit of surprise. David was the only black person he’d seen in the business, although he’d missed the rush. He figured that was the source of her surprise. It was by no means a hostile glance. He didn’t take offense, as he was a novelty here apparently. 
 What he didn’t expect was for her to look conspiratorial and speak to him in German. 
 “I’m sorry, I don’t speak very much German and yours has an odd sound to it. It sounds a bit like I heard in Switzerland. I got maybe half of it,” David admitted. 
 “Ack, I’m sorry. I took you for somebody… for something else, by your face.” 
 David looked at the piece she laid down. It was a star with other points sticking out from behind all the way around. It was crawling with the false colors Uncle taught him to recognize. He reached out and traced them with his finger the direction they were flowing. 
 “You do have the sight of it,” she said, a little accusing, as if he’d denied it. 
 “Grandmother,” he said, hoping she’d take it for respect, “I do indeed see the difference in the one you spoke to, but I am uneducated in the purpose or how you did it.” 
 “This is a five star. Its purpose is to encourage prosperity. Whenever I eat here I always put the power in a hex sign or two, because the owner is a preacher and he doesn’t hold with doing this. It irks him to find them among the others that are just for pretty to sell to the sightless tourists.” 
 “How is it, if he’s so opposed to it he can tell one from the other?” David asked. 
 “That’s his shame and why it bothers him extra hard. I like to poke at him to remind him he isn’t so pure as the things he holds true would make him.” 
 “You said encourage. Shouldn’t it guarantee it if it’s arcane and strong?” David asked. 
 “Ha, people work against it so hard nothing can guarantee prosperity. Have you read about people who win millions and millions of dollars from the lottery, but in a year or two they are broke again?” 
 “You explain it very well. I believe I’ll buy this one as a keepsake to remember you. Is it permissible to ask your name?” 
 “Mrs. Ayers is as much as you need, dear boy. But not this one,” She plucked it from his fingers and returned it to the table. “You need no help to be prosperous and you’re going to get a great deal more money soon.” 
 The absolute certainty in her voice sent a chill up the back of David’s neck. 
 “This is to confer protection,” she said, picking another. It had points like the other, but all in a layer like a rose compass, but of equal lengths. “You are going to have need of that I can see. These all work because of the expectation of the owner. You could as like make your own design and assign it a purpose. If you lied about the customary use one would work as well as another, but we’ll follow tradition. I see you could use a bit more… direct power, but I’m not a witch and I don’t hold with hexing, no matter what the preachers think of me, but this will be of help to protect you. 
 “You said you don’t know the way of putting power in them. Now my tradition is I can only instruct a son, but if you happen to listen and remember what is that to me? If I happen to put a hex of remembrance on you that too is what the English call generic, just like putting the power in the signs is generic to their purpose. It can just as easily help you remember me and what you had for dinner tonight too. So if you have something that serves a purpose, putting the power in it will aid that. Of course if you surround yourself with powerful objects it will make you obvious to those with the sight. Do you understand?” 
 “You sound like my father’s lawyer reasoning out how he can do what he wanted to do in the first place, no matter what the law or his colleagues say, but that’s fine with me. If I put the power in my tires will it help them not go flat?” David asked. 
 Mrs. Ayers was delighted. “Yes, if that’s your intent, but will you fight or allow it? If you feel the urge to steer a bit to the left to avoid the unseen nail, but resist it, then it may fail. You will need to yield to odd whims if there is no compelling reason not to.” 
 “Do you know how it works?” David probed. 
 “No more than I know how the sun shines. It’s enough for me it does,” Mrs. Ayers said. 
 David nodded and dropped it. Mrs. Ayers was much like Uncle that way. The temptation to tell her he knew how the sun shines ran up against the hard reality of how much background that required. 
 “Then speak to it please. May I offer you something for your service?” 
 “It is not our custom to take money. I see you don’t have a chicken or a bowl of eggs handy, so don’t concern yourself with it. Take my free hand and hold the sign with me.” She brought it up and recited German to it. David thought he’d never remember, but listened carefully. She did speak up more than the first time. 
 “That’s a fine one,” she said. Indeed the colors were intense and the blue that was flat before seemed vibrant now. Indeed it looked like an object covered with glitter that a pre-teen girl would just adore. “Put that in your shirt pocket facing in so as not to bother those what have the sight. It’ll get stronger the longer you wear it and it wouldn’t hurt to instruct it again from time to time either.” 
 David was about to object he’d never remember it, but the act of thinking it made the words play in his memory like a recording. In fact he remembered the words she used to set his remembrance too. 
 “Thank you for such a fine gift. Please don’t run off while I pay for this and my dinner. I’m going to get you a small gift in kind,” David told her. 
 “Has that woman been bothering you?” the cashier asked when he presented his dinner bill. 
 “Not at all, I found her charming and when we compared notes we think we may be distant kin.” 
 David heard a snicker behind him, when he called her charming. Between that and the consternation on the owner’s face, judged he’d played it just right. Suggesting he was kin with this very white lady probably was frosting on the cake. 
 “I’d like a gift card also,” David said, pointing at the display of plastic cards. “Make it for a thousand dollars and charge me for this also,” he said, flipping the hex sign over and laying it by his money. The card put a dent in his cash, but it was absolutely the right thing to do. 
 The man looked at David with distaste, turning his head one way and then the other. He could see that something was off about David, but obviously didn’t have the vision to see it clearly. 
 “This looks a bit shop worn. Let me get you another,” he said. He forced himself to pick the sign up, but David had seen people get more joy picking up after their dog. 
 David wasn’t about to allow that. He was sure the disk would be discarded, or maybe even burned. He willed it to move like he had thrown rocks, and the wooden disk suddenly hopped straight up in the air from the man’s hand. David snatched it out of the air before it could start to fall and stuffed it in his shirt pocket. “I like this one,” David insisted. 
 The man just nodded once. He’d yanked his hand back like he might lose it. David waited until he counted out every penny of change. It was obvious he was careful not to touch David’s hand giving it to him. David had to remind him to activate the gift card he’d just paid for. The fellow did, but slid it back across the counter rather than hand it to David. 
 Outside Mrs. Ayers thanked him politely for the card. “It was a double treat,” David said. “I get to buy you to a few dinners and I get a second round of pleasure knowing I’m giving the owner the joy of your company.” 
 “That’s terrible,” Mrs. Ayers said, grinning. “I like that about you.” 
 David went back to his room feeling very good. 



 Chapter 16 
 When he returned to his room, David lay on the bed without undressing, he was full and fell asleep easily. It was full dark when he woke and only the pin points of light from the fire alarm and the room climate control broke the conventional darkness, but lying on the bed beside him fallen out of his pocket was the hex sign. It was like a camping lantern throwing off a glow of false colors that came near to being a beam. Yet when he looked up it didn’t reflect off the ceiling at all. It was still all very strange to him how this new reality interacted with the old familiar one. 
 He got back up and took another shower. His time with Uncle made it a treat still to be able to stay clean. That might fade with time, but not this soon. It was past three in the morning and David felt wide awake. He thought of just getting in the car and leaving early but got an uncharacteristic twinge of fear at going abroad in the night. He decided that was exactly the sort of nudge Mrs. Ayers had advised him to heed. Instead he picked the labels out of his other new shirts. 
 By the time he was done he did feel like he could sleep some more and when back to bed. It was probably for the better. He might have run out of steam tomorrow without a full night’s sleep. 
 The room had a single cup coffee maker, but he’d seen a bigger machine in the office. When he awoke and tossed his few things in the car he went there, returning the seam tool and key card, said goodbye, and got a cup of coffee for the road. The Sugar Shack would be the logical place to stop for breakfast. He knew they had decent food, it was right along his route and the place was open and busy, but he had a disquieting feeling in his gut that he didn’t want to see the owner again. He had no idea what trouble the man could possibly cause him, but did as Mrs. Ayers suggested and followed his gut feelings, sailing past the place. 
 On the other side of the expressway was a truck stop. The food probably wasn’t as good, but neither did David have that feeling like somebody had just cued ominous background music when he contemplated pulling in the place. He had a mediocre breakfast that was about three times the size anybody sitting in a truck all day should eat, but ate half the potatoes and none of the toast. More importantly he didn’t see any faces with hostile intent directed at him. Not in the old fashion manner he’d grown to recognize like every other normal person growing up, or in the harder to interpret new colors. Either it was his imagination or the sign in his pocket grew warm when he thought about it. 
 It bothered him now that he was back in the states not to have the pistol he was accustomed to carrying legally. He wasn’t sure what the law was on reciprocity in Pennsylvania, but he was dead certain he couldn’t carry in New York, where he intended to return. A slow smile grew on his face as he thought of a work-around. When he returned to his car he leaned over and inspected the pile of gravel on the traffic island by his parking space. He picked four small oval stones, water worn smooth and small enough to close his fist over and hide completely. They weren’t too bulky in his pants pocket. 
 It was a very pleasant day to drive with the windows down. The clouds were fluffy and the land was green like a perfect painting instead of reality. It was much more pleasant on two lane back roads than the interstate. He enjoyed seeing all the small towns. Some still had buildings that were substantial, of stone and brick, though they might be repurposed. The last three he’d been through had older bank buildings, but one was a restaurant named The Vault, one was a law firm. Only the last was still a bank. It however had a sign declaring it a branch of a big national bank. That modern sign probably covered up the original name, carved in stone, that the founders thought would be permanent. 
 David stopped and bought a sandwich and a bottle of water at a little shop that only had two tiny tables if you insisted on eating there. He didn’t. Continuing down the road there was a small rest area maintained by the county that was much more pleasant. He sat at a picnic table to enjoy his lunch. The local chipmunks showed interest so people must feed them, but they were out of luck with him. Thinking on Mrs. Ayer’s words he pulled the four stones from his pocket and laid them in a row considering how to apply her words to them. All together might dilute the effect he worried, so he spoke to them individually. 
 While he was at it David spoke to the sign again as she’d recommended and was sure it worked because the scintillating colors picked up intensity and pace. The rocks acquired a sheen too if not as intense. He wished he’d gotten a few more so he could experiment with them. He’d do so when he got a chance, but there wasn’t a loose rock to be seen at the rest stop, just pavement and very healthy grass. The local sheriff drove through while he was eating, but displayed no interest in him. That meant his rental car plate wasn’t on a watch list, but it also meant it would be auto-scanned by the sheriff’s car into the system now if somebody did start looking for him. He tossed his sandwich wrappers in the waste barrel and kept driving. 
 David had seen two barns and a garden shed with hex signs on them, but the farm he was approaching was different. It looked neat and prosperous, like it had been created for a movie set. It lacked the usual old cars and farm machinery parked around. The drive and area in front of the barn were paved instead of bare dirt with ill defined edges. On the barn were two identical hex signs of the sort Mrs. Ayers had identified as being for prosperity. They were alive with false colors and motion, the first he’d seen like that in public. 
 There was a stand set back from the road to one side of the house with a hand lettered sign that said, zucchini, tomatoes, small potatoes, onions, and plums in a neat vertical list. It was a roof on columns like a gazebo and nobody seemed to be in attendance. David felt no inner sense warning him away so he stopped, hoping someone would come down from the house. He wanted to see the sort of person who would put those signs on his barn. 
 The produce was laid out on homemade tables and in the middle of the display there was a sign and a cigar box. It said in hand printing. Working the fields – make your own change. Please remember to add 12% tax. The plums were three dollars a pint which seemed very reasonable. He looked and only had two ones, so he got a five and figured it for close enough. When David opened the cigar box to deposit it he was astonished to find a number of single bills and loose coins. Even though the sign said to make change he hadn’t expected there to be money left where it could be stolen so easily. 
 His inner feeling did give him a hard nudge then and wondering why he looked around. There wasn’t anyone coming, not even a farm yard dog. Then he looked up. Painted on the underside of the roof were two big versions of the protective sign he had in his shirt pocket. Well, that was interesting. 
 David took a single dollar bill from the box, not especially wanting to carry small change and considered. Feeling a bit devilish he placed the five on top of the other bank notes, took one of the stones out of his pocket and spoke to it again to reinforce it. It obligingly took on an even stronger glow and he left it sitting on top of his money. He hoped the farmer found that amusing. 
 Stopping at the road to look for traffic he noticed the other end of the barn had two more signs painted on each side, up under the eaves. The farmer certainly didn’t do things by half measures. 
 Down the road there was another small town and a fairly modern ranch style home converted to a public library. The double car garage had the overhead door removed and double glass doors installed with a window on each side. There was only one car in the tiny lot and David parked a space away from it. When he went in there was a middle aged lady at a desk to one side. There seemed to one older patron reading a book slouched in a plastic dipped wire chair. 
 “Excuse me, I’m not a local resident, I’m just a tourist traveling through, but I wondered if you might have a computer I can use to check some news stories?” David requested. 
 “Our wireless is open if you have your own device you’d like to use,” the librarian invited. 
 David considered that would be safe enough. If they were looking for the tablet they’d be looking for the car and likely have him made anyway, so he nodded his thanks. 
 “I have a tablet in the car. I’ll get it,” he said. 
 “It’ll reach the car if you want some privacy,” the woman suggested. 
 “There is no such thing as privacy online,” David insisted. “That’s my business. I can assure you there are so many ways to track you and back doors built in everything that it’s just a matter of how much effort it is worth expending to know what you are doing.” 
 “I’m pretty much in agreement with you,” she said, amused, “but some of my patrons still work under that delusion and I chose not to argue with them. If you’d rather view things on a larger screen feel free to use one of our machines. They are open most of the day until school lets out and then we have kids waiting a turn to use them until closing time.” 
 “Thank you, that is easier on the eyes,” David said. The library had two public machines, back to back, for privacy David assumed, not from online watchers but the person using the other machine. It was one of those all in one machines with the slot for a disk and a thumb drive taped over. A sign said pages could be printed for a dollar each. 
 Searching news for the airport and his flight number coming in yielded no hits at all. There was nothing in local crime reports. Searching customs and the airport finally yielded a story that a customs agent had been injured in a battery fire event and transported to a local hospital for treatment. There didn’t seem to be any follow-up stories so he must not have been injured too severely. David had a pang of guilt, but remembered the agent’s glee and intent to make trouble, and suppressed that feeling. If he hadn’t acted he’d be reading about an international traveler being held for suspected drugs. If they couldn’t pin that on him he wondered if there were any regulations about importing exotic plants? They could be an expensive problem if some fool tossed them in a mulch pile or ditch to be rid of them. There didn’t seem to be any suspicion of anything but a bad battery, so David relaxed just a little. 
 David thanked the librarian on the way out and laid a hundred dollar bill on her desk. “Thank you for the use of your machine. That’s towards your expenses.” 
 “A public library should always be free,” the woman insisted, but she didn’t push the bill back either. 
 “But I’ve also noticed most of them don’t have the same level of funding other institutions enjoy.” David told her. She just nodded her thanks, but didn’t pick it up while he was still there. There was an interesting play of false colors on her face. He couldn’t interpret them yet, but he’d remember them. He suspected might be gratitude. She was smiling and seemed pleased with her normal face he knew how to interpret somewhat. He wished his time with Uncle hadn’t been cut short. 
 Down the road David needed to fuel up again. There was a convenience store with a half dozen pumps under a canopy and signs in the windows pushing ice, propane and deli sandwiches. He pulled away from the pumps and parked toward the back of the lot where there was a pet run. With his car shielding him from view he picked three more rocks to join the three left in his pocket. He didn’t linger there to talk to them. Sitting off by himself, away from all the services might eventually attract attention. Instead he got another drink and went down the road to find another park or rest area. 
 The next small park was too crowded. There seemed to be a company or family picnic. He kept going until there was a scenic turn off that separated from the highway with parking for about six cars on the shoulder parallel to the one lane bypass. It was a pretty view, green hills and the thread of a distant river. There was only one other car and a fellow leaning on the stone wall meant to keep you from tumbling down the hillside, steadying his camera. When he was satisfied with his shot he got in the car and left. 
 David sat at a bench and took his stones out of his pocket. The three charmed were apparent by their glow. It was a mellow color quite unlike any he’d seen associated with living things. He sat one of the unaltered rocks off a little from the others and willed it to jump just like he had the sign in his shirt pocket. It obliged by jumping straight into the sky, but not so distant or fast he couldn’t watch it. In fact it came back down close enough he leaned out and caught it. 
 It didn’t seem to accelerate away. If it didn’t instantaneously acquire velocity it did so in a shorter period than he could observe. But then he hadn’t kept pushing at it like he had to hit a rabbit. He wasn’t a casual observer in his work or here, eventually he wanted some hard numbers. Perhaps he could do this with a small instrument package with an accelerometer. David didn’t have any way to quantify his input either. He didn’t have any way to measure how hard he thought at it. It would probably vary if he was tired, although he hadn’t gotten tired doing simple things for quite awhile now. 
 He’d thought straight up also, but it came back down in front of him and a little to the right. David had to allow his perception of level and vertical might be skewed a bit. He had always been one to use a level when hanging a picture. He picked one of the rocks he’d empowered and did the same thing, trying in his mind to urge it up with the same strength. Either he fooled himself or the effect was much stronger, because it was out of sight faster than he could turn his head. When he looked up it was too far gone to see and he felt a pang of loss. 
 It caught him completely by surprise when it impacted on top of the stone fence a couple meters in front of him. He hadn’t counted it off but it must have been aloft about thirty seconds. It too was also to the right a bit. He suddenly figured out it was going straight up just as he motivated it, but there was a breeze from behind and to his left that carried it. The rock shattered with a crack and pieces flew here and there. One of the shards hit the back of the bench beside him and bounced off landing on the seat. 
 David picked it up and examined it. There was no telltale glow. It was just a piece of ordinary rock. That was interesting. Once the original object was destroyed the spell no longer held on it. He was going to have to get a very sensitive scale and see if the mass of an object changed when it was spoken to, giving it power. Energy was mass after all. He was convinced none of the things Uncle showed him were unnatural, just not understood. Even the portal into a different place and strange creatures was something that could be explained in scientific terms by multiple dimensions or time lines. It was just up to him to formulate theories to explain them instead of silly mumbo jumbo. 
 David spoke to the three new stones, bringing all five to the same level. What would happen if he just keep speaking to one over and over? It didn’t feel right somehow. He suspected just like charging a battery there were limits on what they could absorb, maybe in absolute terms too. Would the mass of the rock matter? He really hadn’t tried throwing a bigger rock, say baseball sized, instead of these smaller projectiles. If he could charm a pebble why couldn’t he speak to the ground at his feet and charm the entire globe? That seemed hubris and a dangerous thing to try. Mrs. Ayer encouraged him to follow his instincts, and on this they said no. He still got an uneasy feeling and was afraid to try lifting himself, though he’d considered it several times. 
 Looking along the wall David found a larger loose stone. He wanted to experiment at moving something heavier than a pebble. This one was a handful and easily two kilo. If the power was coming from someplace else did it really matter what something massed here? Could he perhaps fool himself into assuming it would be harder because he expected it? He tried moving the rock without speaking to it to charm it. It felt about the same as moving a pebble. There was just a subtle difference. When commanded it to hop straight up he got about the same reaction. Was it really necessary to address the object out loud? He held the rock, then changed his mind setting it on the wall and silently addressed the words he’d learned while fixing his gaze and attention on the rock. He was rewarded with the same change in appearance that speaking out loud produced and felt a little thrill of discovery. 
 When David propelled this rock into the air he was cautious. He didn’t want to misjudge where something this heavy would return and hurt himself. He nudged it away from him slightly instead of thinking of a vertical push. This time he counted off the seconds and it was a full thirty seven seconds before there was a crash of it returning through the trees downhill from the overlook. That was interesting. He’d have to try it with heavier objects, but for now he felt a little tired from his efforts and decided it was safer to stop before he was exhausted. He still needed to be able to protect himself as well as be alert enough to drive safely. 
 He withdraw the wooden disk from his pocket and checked it. It seemed as bright as ever. If the effect bled off it didn’t do so quickly. He spoke to it again and was rewarded with faster activity, so it hadn’t reached any limit yet. He’d satisfied his curiosity to some extent. When he went back to the car he regarded it. It was a protection and seemed to be a reasonable size to charm, but he didn’t know any way to remove a charm without destroying the object. That certainly wasn’t an option with a rental car. Also it would be obvious to anybody with his sort of sight rolling down the highway.  
 David wondered briefly if he had the ability to loft something as massive as the car in the air, but he also needed to practice much finer control before he tried something that risky. He could just see himself explaining a rental car dropped back to the pavement from a hundred meters in the air. 
 David got in his ordinary unhexed car and continued down the road. Time to think about making a loop and returning to see Crenshaw, since there didn’t seem to be any issue with Customs. 
 * * * 
 Nearing Harrisburg his map showed a county road coming up soon that would go south and intersect another state route that could take him back to New York. Before he reached it there was another old fashioned motel. It had a vacancy sign lit and looked clean and cared for. When he pulled in it was just hard to get out of the car. He put his hand on the handle and his mind went blank like he couldn’t remember how to work it. When he recovered from the odd episode, he shuddered, dropped the car back in gear and went out the other end of the big circular drive. There was something bad there. He didn’t understand what, just that whatever it was he needed to avoid it. 
 There was a soulless concrete box of a big chain hotel down the road and David stopped there without any repeat of his previous malaise. There didn’t seem to be anyone looking for him or the others present when the Customs agent had his radio burst into flames. He was going to loop back anyway, so he decided to use his card. If somebody was tracking him they’d probably assume he’d keep heading west. He’d get some more cash in the morning at a local bank before heading back east. 
 It wasn’t quaint or rustic, but with a big chain it was at least predictable. The bed was even and the shower hot. He had a good night and was well rested. He spoke power to his sign and stones going to bed and getting up. They didn’t seem to have reached any kind of limit yet. 
 The breakfast buffet was decent enough to satisfy him in the morning. David loaded up on protein and put both butter and cream cheese on a half English muffin rather than a bagel. He had to cut back. Going a little crazy after being in the boonies with Uncle was understandable, but only for so long. If he hadn’t slept in so late he could have used the pool, but checkout time was too close. 
 It was good people-watching at the breakfast buffet. There were a couple families and he hadn’t had much opportunity to see children with his new vision. He was getting good feedback because the kids let the normal emotions he knew how to read play on their face uninhibited. He got to match them to the new colors and illumination when with adults he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. 
 There was an attractive young woman who came out of the back room and checked the items on the buffet, stirring some and returning to the room to get some items that were low. There was a table of three young men who checked her out, but one had a more intense interest, continuing to watch her closely. That was interesting. He displayed colors around his nose and mouth David hadn’t seen before. So that’s what attraction looks like. The woman scanned the entire room and saw the young men, but didn’t display any of the same colors. 
 David used the lobby computer and found there was a bank a couple miles down the road where he should be able to get an advance on his card. It was a drizzly day with low gray clouds and he had to set the car wipers to swipe intermittently. It made him think of the reading of his father’s will. In a lot of ways he wasn’t the same person he was then. He’d made the sort of changes in a few weeks one would expect it should takes years to make. It would be interesting to see how he fit back in his business and what might change with the few friends with whom he did social things. There wasn’t any one special friend who stood out. That might be his fault because he had a certain reserve, especially with women. He was never sure if they were interested in him or fascinated with his money. 
 The bank wasn’t very busy but he didn’t go to a teller. They usually called a supervisor for a large advance anyhow so he went to the first desk that was occupied. David laid his credit card and driver’s license on the desk and told the young woman what he wanted. 
 “Good morning. Let me close down this screen and I’ll be right with you.” The young woman worked her mouse clicking it and David looked around in no real hurry. It was interesting seeing all the electrical signs that were invisible to him before. There were a lot of cameras, but David viewed them with disapproval. They all made the mistake of looking down so criminal could hide his face with a hat or hood. 
 A man came in and went to the stand up desk, but didn’t write anything. He stood sideways to it and looked all around sizing the bank up much as David was doing. He had on a short red jacket and matching baseball cap. He was throwing off a bunch of false colors David couldn’t analyze yet, but they were prominent. David looked at him and frowned. 
 “Is there a problem sir?” The young woman asked. David suddenly realized she’d said something to him a moment ago but he was so distracted by the fellow he missed it. 
 “I’m sorry. That fellow in the baseball jacket had me concerned. He isn’t acting right and looks very stressed.” 
 “Do you know him?” she asked. 
 “I’m traveling. I never saw him before. I’ve never even been in this town before,” David admitted. 
 The young woman looked at the fellow joining the line with her eyes, but didn’t turn her head. He had on a baseball cap and kept his chin down and licked his lips nervously. She hesitated a moment and then picked up the phone and punched a speed dial. Whatever she said was too low for David to hear and the handset covered her mouth. “I don’t like the looks of him either,” she said to David, in a lower voice than she’d used before, not hanging up but covering the mouthpiece with her hand. “I’ve called it in. I’ve never done that before, so I hope we’re not just imagining things.” 
 The last customer ahead of him finished up and turned away, but instead of stepping up to the teller he abruptly turned on his heel and followed the other customer out. They watched and he got in his car, but the local sheriff pulled in before he could back out and two officers got out. They couldn’t see what they were doing on the other side of the car, but the man had his hands on the roof. When one deputy walked the man to the cruiser the other officer came in. 
 “OK, they’re taking care of it. I’m hanging up,” she said. 
 “Did the man get anything from you?” the deputy asked, looking a bit confused. 
 “No, he got up to the teller and did a U-turn and walked out the door,” the woman said, looking ill. “Maybe he didn’t intend any harm at all. I may have just screwed up and he’ll sue the bank.” 
 “Oh no, he had a note in his pocket demanding money. He just chickened out at the last second,” the officer said. He looked distressed and didn’t say anything for a moment. “I’m not sure there’s any basis to arrest him. I have to call the sheriff. Maybe I can get him to admit to accomplices,” he said, hopefully and went to turn away. 
 “Will you let me know what happened?” The bank lady asked. 
 “Sure, there has to be something,” he said, like he was convincing himself. 
 The deputy consulted with the other one outside and they could see him calling on the radio and then questioning the would-be robber. Finally he came back inside. 
 “The Sheriff says to let him go. He had no weapon and the note didn’t suggest he had one. When I asked why he didn’t go through with it he said he decided it was a bad idea. How exactly can we fault that? I did get his information. I’d suggest you close his accounts and have your legal department send him notice he will be in trespass if he enters any of your bank branches.” 
 “He’s a customer?” the woman asked in horror and disbelief. 
 The deputy just nodded. “What led you to believe he was up to something?” 
 “Mr. Carpenter here was watching him. In fact he was so focused on him I put a question to him about the business we were transacting and he didn’t hear me. Then after he said he didn’t like the looks of the fellow I observed he was holding his head down to hide his face from the cameras, licking his lips nervously and didn’t have a check or deposit slip in his hands. In fact, now that I think about it, that was a clue too. He didn’t know what to do with his empty hands.” 
 “You’re remarkably observant,” the deputy said to David. It seemed to him the deputy was a bit suspicious. David wondered if the job got to you, so you come to suspect everyone? 
 “I’m an observer by profession,” David told him. “I own one of the largest contractors to the government of remote sensing platforms and analysis for the data they collect. We’re the sort of people who observe how many and which cars are in a government agency parking lot in Albania and decide if there a local crisis brewing. It’s actually kind of hard to relax and turn it off.” 
 That seemed to make the deputy relax a little. David was expecting him to ask for ID. Now he figured the fellow would just ask the bank for the information later. He probably observed his cards laying on the desk. That was fine. He really hadn’t done anything unusual. If the man suspected him there couldn’t be any close connection between him and the conscience stricken robber to found. 
 After the deputy left his cash advance went smoothly. 
 “You know, being in the surveillance business, I’d suggest you move your cameras down to eye level or below so somebody with criminal intent can’t pull that trick of hiding his face from the camera.” David showed what he meant by tucking his chin down to his chest. 
 “Oh, they know that,” she agreed. “But they have tested and the general public finds the cameras objectionable and invasive if you bring them down pointing right at their face. Most people never look up and the ones on the ceiling don’t offend. It’s not perfect, but it’s better than nothing.” 
 “That’s fine, leave those visible,” David agreed, waving a hand at them, “but a very good ultra-high definition camera has a lens smaller than a dime now. You can put a couple up disguised as something else and very few people will ever know they are there. Even a cheap laptop has a good enough camera. You could set one open on the counter behind the tellers and nobody would think a thing of it.” 
 The young woman looked surprised. “That’s a good enough idea I’ll suggest it next meeting we have with the higher ups. What is your company’s name rather than name you personally to them?” 
 David laid his card on the desk and scooped his money up. “We don’t usually do security type work, but any competent security and alarm business can do that if you explain what you want. Thanks for the transaction.” He stuffed the bills in his wallet and exited. 
 The Sheriff’s cars and would be robber were all gone. That was more drama than he’d expected. He did have to think about what he would be able to do if the man had robbed the place or worse threatened people with a weapon. Smacking him in the head like a rabbit with an inexplicably high velocity rock would not be a good solution. It would raise far too many questions. He had to think on how he could use his talents with a little more subtlety. Uncle hadn’t volunteered how the Sahar attacked by hyenas killed them, he’d been happy David didn’t immediately ask how, but now he wished Uncle had eventually shared the knowledge once he saw David wasn’t eager to use it. 



 Chapter 17 
 Headed back east he took the expressway now, because he was pretty sure there was no search for him or any connection to the failure of the Customs agent’s battery. Traffic was light and he felt good. He stopped at a big box store and got a couple more changes of casual clothing and a bag of socks. The level of hotel he was staying in wouldn’t offer overnight laundry, just a machine he didn’t want to deal with loading and watching. Nothing in the store surprised his new senses. After an hour on the road a rest area came up. David eased over to the right and took the ramp to use the toilet. There were more trucks than cars stopped and a couple people using the dog run. He hadn’t talked to his rocks or sign since this morning so he spoke Mrs. Ayer’s words to all of them after he stopped and put them back in his pockets. 
 When he walked toward the door that said - Men’s – with the usual graphic, a tall thin black fellow with dreadlocks came out of the door and visibly recoiled from him. He actually took a couple steps back and put an arm up like he was fending David off. 
 David had no idea what the problem was. The man looked like he was having a stroke or some kind of seizure. “Are you OK? Do you need help?” David asked and stepped toward him. That made it much worse, the man turning his head like somebody having a bright light shone in his face and he threw a hand up palm out in a defensive gesture. 
 David realized the man’s eyes had gone to David’s chest and then shifted away. He looked down and could see the edge of the sign’s glow in his pocket. It didn’t reflect like normal light and he’d slipped up and put it back in his pocket reversed by accident. 
 “Oh, I put this back in my pocket face out.” He quickly pulled it out and flipped it over. “I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. Most folks can’t even see it, as you probably know.” 
 The man was leaning back against the brick building. “Do you need a hand to get to your car?” David offered and extended a hand tentatively. 
 “Get away from me, you and that,” the man said, staring at his shirt pocket with horror. “I’m not a minion, I can protect myself. I know the sword and shield,” he warned. He made a circle with the palm pointed at David and a new false color David had never seen appeared as a disk between them. 
 “I mean you no harm,” David said, showing his own palms to the man. “The disk in my pocket is only supposed to be protective. I don’t intend harm to anyone.” 
 “Jus’ stay away.” The man said with the shield between them. The man hadn’t drawn it huge, only as big as a trash can lid, but it seemed to make him feel much better. The color reminded David of gold. He made a wide circuit around David going out onto the grass and hurried to his car. 
 A truck driver walked past staring at David and looked back at the retreating man like they were insane. David just lifted his eyebrows and shrugged at the man as if to say he had no idea either. If you could not see the alternative colors their gestures would look bizarre. Inside thinking about it he decided he should have left too. The man might do something to his car. But when he went back out it was untouched and he was relieved. The man would no more have messed with his car than climb the fence to be with a watching bull, but David still didn’t understand the depth of his fear. It wasn’t that he was hostile, it was that the man saw more power there than he wanted to be around on any terms. 
 David felt bad about the whole thing. He wasn’t the sort of person who enjoyed a feeling of power from people being afraid of him. Sometimes in his business he was too easy on people, using sarcasm to make his point instead of blunt orders. He was aware employees occasionally got away with things because of that, but neither was there an atmosphere of fear like at some businesses. 
 He’d have to be more careful with the disk. As far as he knew there was no way to turn it off, short of destroying it like he had the one stone. He continued down the road, replaying the whole thing in his mind. Mrs. Ayers intimated he needed other skills Uncle hadn’t given him. He shouldn’t blame him, David decided. He should be grateful for what he was shown and remember Uncle’s instruction was cut short. 
 Just like Mrs. Ayers rejected skills she associated with witches Uncle didn’t want anything to do with those of a wizard. But David suspected it was all basically the same physical processes, like fire or electricity. The only real distinction would be how they were used. Not that some might not lend themselves to abuse easier than others. Fire could burn you as well as warm you after all. He certainly didn’t want to disappoint Uncle or his father’s memory in how he used them. 
 David was tired early and stopped again well before dark. The hotel might have been the same one he’d left this morning once he was inside the doors. There were green, burgundy and gold logos and decor on everything, all the same. That’s what travelers were buying at a chain, consistency. 
 He enjoyed a long shower and looked on his phone for nearby restaurants. There was a Thai place not too far away and that sounded like a nice change. The place was nicer than David expected, with cloth on the tables and none of the cheap ethnic décor some places put on the walls. The colors were subdued and there were real plants not plastic. Portraits of the king and queen of Thailand were present back behind the take out counter and David generally had a good feeling about the place. 
 When a man came with a menu David waved it away and asked if he could get Pla Rad Prik? The fellow nodded yes and seemed approving. David added fried tofu with sauce and peanuts and tea. 
 When a young woman came with his tea and utensils David got a jolt. The back of her hand had a symbol glowing in false colors. It was a squiggle in writing he didn’t know that looked like it was stamped on her hand in fluorescent ink, but it wasn’t visible to the normal eye. David had no idea how you marked a person with anything like that. The woman gave no sign she was aware of it or reacted to David in any way out of the ordinary. 
 David recovered and composed himself. He hadn’t needed to speak to her so he didn’t betray any surprise. His meal went smoothly and the glowing symbol was ignored by everybody. It shook him to be finding things he had no idea existed. He had nobody with whom he could consult to find out what their source and purpose was intended to be. He couldn’t even tell if the woman was aware the mark was on her, and he saw no tactful way to ask. The food was good, but he was made slightly uncomfortable by the mark on her and was happy to leave. 
 Tonight he’d stop short of New York in New Jersey and call the attorney Crenshaw’s office near the end of business hours and ask to see him tomorrow. He considered just going in casual clothes, but decided to wear the same suit he’d worn across the Atlantic with a fresh shirt and underwear. If he couldn’t get overnight cleaning he’d hang it to steam in the shower and press it off. Crenshaw was old school and might be offended by khakis and a sports shirt. 
 City tax, county tax, state tax and special development district tax were a third of the room price. David had to wonder when they would just seize the property outright. They weren’t a nation so it wouldn’t be nationalization, so what would you call it, besides theft? Still, it was comfortable and they promised his suit cleaned and pressed by 700. 
 The secretary at Henry, McPherson, and Crenshaw surprised David by informing him Crenshaw was gone for the day at 1615 and asked if there was a medical emergency or a need for a bond. David would never have suspected Crenshaw would deal with that sort of case or client. But then he had Crenshaw pegged as the sort that would work into the evening too. He assured the young man that leaving a message for him to read in the morning would be quite sufficient. 
 David would drop off the rental car and hire a ride into the city in the morning. A car was a liability in the city as far as he was concerned. He’d reserve a second night in case Crenshaw couldn’t see him tomorrow. He thought about calling the office and couldn’t think of a good reason why he should. 
 David ordered a pizza delivered, not wanting to go back out and informed the front desk. When it arrived the hotel sent security up with the deliveryman and they escorted him back down. It made David wonder if the neighborhood was more dangerous than he’d thought looking at it. That made him smile and remember the hotel in Djibouti. They were much more concerned about him stepping out in the night than during the day. Perhaps it was the same here. 
 He ate half the pizza and had a beer from the mini-bar that probably cost more than the pizza. The pie wasn’t as good as the pizza he was enjoying with Uncle when he’d been encouraged to flee the country. But then it had been delivered warm in a cardboard box, not rushed from a brick oven he could see straight to his table, too hot to touch. 
 David lay on the bed, full and reasonably content, thinking deeply about his changes in both his circumstances and the way things seem. The way he saw the world working had changed radically from the things Uncle showed him. Things really were not the way they seemed to him before his quest. He was pretty sure he was really just scratching surface of this parallel world unseen to him before. The way he kept finding new things Uncle never showed him surprised him. It was probably going to be a much bigger deal all around once he got into it than his surveillance and analysis business. 
 Already, he was seeing there were people like Mrs. Ayers and the crazy fellow at the rest area who knew and used this alternative reality just like Uncle, but by different rules and with slightly different benefits. It would be interesting to find out how each arrived at their different traditions. David had no doubt that if he showed Uncle the tricks Mrs. Ayers showed him Uncle would clap his hands in joy and declare them wonderful, adapting them to his own use. Yet neither of them were studying why these things worked on a rational basis. Their traditional means of using them was entirely empirical and taught by example or rote. 
 There was no use worrying about dealing with Crenshaw tomorrow. The man seemed determined to discharge his duty about the will exactly as his father instructed. It wouldn’t surprise him if his relatives had been busy consulting their own lawyers about the possibility of breaking the will. And what if they did? Would he actually be harmed in any significant way? He had plenty of money to live comfortably. Making more money was a trick he’d learned early on, so he couldn’t see any circumstances in which he would be reduced to actual want. 
 His father had made the making of money his actual first goal, how he did it was secondary. He’d switched where he directed his resources and efforts several times over his life to maximize that goal. He’d had no real interest in the food industry, real estate, or investing in stocks except as a way to gather wealth. If he’d lived longer he might well have shifted his business focus yet again. 
 David in contrast was deeply interested in both the science behind remote sensing and the deeper puzzles about how to analyze the data collected. He’d found if you excel at a difficult endeavor the wealth followed as a consequence. If people ignored your superior service for something as vital as intelligence for petty political reasons or nepotism they paid a much dearer price that the money involved. They were easily bypassed in the long run by those supplied with better information and superior ability to keep their own activities confidential. 
 If Mark and his other relatives wanted to contest with him, he was entirely willing to allow his father’s instructions to eat the inheritance up for legal fees to take place. He wouldn’t even take a hand in it or watch it closely. He had his own life and interests to pursue and wouldn’t get side-tracked into letting a legal battle consume his attention. The new things Uncle taught him were a bigger and more lasting legacy than any lump sum of cash. A shift in the economy like happened periodically could wipe out half the value of that inheritance in a couple days. 
 David suspected this new puzzle of all the previously unseen reality around him would eventually make him more money than his previous business. He’d have to give careful consideration to how much of his time and attention went to the old business and how much he spent on discovering how this new thing worked. 
 That line of thought made David think again of the incident at the rest area. What that scared fellow did was unlike anything Uncle showed him. He’d been able to induce electricity by thinking about the false colors he’d seen in nature, but the hue the man painted with his palm was different. He’d never seen that color examining his surroundings with his new senses. 
 Then he had a chill of fear run up his neck at a memory, making his hair stand up. He lifted his arm and discovered he had goose bumps the memory was so strong. The golden color of the man’s shield was the full opaque version of the translucent brassy aura around the hole in the air the crab-like creature had used. Did he really want to mess with anything that might open such a hole? 
  David rubbed his arms and let the emotional jolt fade away. It wasn’t unreasoning fear. That creature and any more like it were dangerous. How did one control and minimize that danger? The size of the hole seemed an obvious first place. If the hole wasn’t big enough for that huge claw to grab you and drag you back through it should be safe, if the creature couldn’t expand it once open. On the other hand, he had tools now he hadn’t when he’d seen Uncle deal with the evil thing. 
 Uncle burned the claw up after breaking it off. The way it burned suggested the creatures body fluids were more an oily substance like kerosene than water. It burned with a thick black smoke. Now that he could control the flow of heat he could quickly hit such a claw with a hot spot that might even ignite it if the creature didn’t yank it back in pain. Uncle hadn’t used such a thing as a weapon, but David realized Uncle had to concentrate and took some time to even ignite a dry fire started shaved to make it easy to ignite. Similarly, freezing could be a weapon. That had been an entirely new trick to Uncle. He had to explore what you could do with that tool further. He’d heated a small ball of air to incandescence experimenting. He was pretty sure Uncle couldn’t do that unaided. Could he heat it along a line instead of to a point? If you heated it fast enough could you get the nitrogen to lase? Uncle would never even think to try that, because he didn’t understand how things work. 
 That amused David at himself. He still believed the laws of physics and chemistry he knew. These new things didn’t sweep them away, they just added to them. He needed to make them work together. For now trying to create an active laser out of the air seemed a bad idea in a hotel room. The other thing, the shield seemed worth doing with sufficient caution. 
 David tried to remember what the man did accurately. He’d swept his hand counter-clockwise and a golden circle appeared in the air. David did the same, visualizing the color, but much smaller. A glow trailed his hand but faded right out. He tried it clockwise and got the same thing, so the rotation didn’t seem to be key. Had the shield appeared bit by bit or all at once? He honestly couldn’t remember. 
 David got up, used the bathroom, got another beer, and thought about it sitting on the bed. Drinking beer flat on his back didn’t appeal at all. After he made it the man had control of the shield. It stayed attached to his hand just like it had a handle on the back. Of course he couldn’t see through it so it might have had a handle on the back for all he knew. If you could conjure up a golden shield out of the air what was a handle on it too? 
 But that point was useful. David hadn’t seen the other side of the shield. Most of the false colors he’d seen so far presented as transparent to some degree. Indeed Uncles warnings about becoming too attached to the shadow world implied how there was usually shading with that world being perceived to a lesser degree by displaying some level of transparency. If one came to see the alternative world as your primary David assumed his usual world would then be the one to display transparency. That would be an awkward situation. He could well see you might have to be led about by the hand. It might become easy to run into objects in one’s home reality, or not see clearly where you were walking. 
 So far the gold and the black hues were the only ones that didn’t display these graduations of transparency. They’d been associated together in the monster’s hunting hold from the other side. Davis was making a huge assumption that there was only one other side, he realized. The shield the man created at the rest stop didn’t have any black associated with it, unless… that’s what was on the other side. 
 David thought about it a bit and set the beer on the night stand. He did the same cautiously small circling motion with his palm, but tried to visualize pure black. A dead black circle the size of a softball appeared in the air. He took a deep breath, amazed it worked. When he moved his hand back and forth it followed. It wasn’t quite touching his palm, it was a finger’s breadth away. It kind of scared him. He didn’t know what he was doing here with powerful forces, yet he didn’t have anybody to ask about it. If Uncle knew about this David suspected he’d advice David not to mess with what he didn’t understand. When he rotated his hand the other direction and willed it away he was relieved it disappeared. What would he have done with the damn thing if it wouldn’t go away? That much control made David feel a little better about it. 
 He took another swig of the beer, got his mind back in that place it had to be and made another circle rotating his palm the other way. That worked the same. Did removing it require the reverse motion? He rotated his palm the same direction he used to create it and willed it away. It vanished. 
 Well that was interesting. It displayed a topological parity that hadn’t been intuitively obvious to David. He made one again and cautiously turned his hand over, ready to stop if the black disk didn’t follow his hand, didn’t show any resistance, or extend any influence from the plane it occupied. First of all it didn’t seem to have any perceivable thickness and the opposite side was the solid gold expected. 
 David reached up and touched the gold face very tentatively. It didn’t feel hot or cold. There was no real sensation. He pushed a bit harder and it was unyielding. What was different and freakishly unnatural was he didn’t feel the push against the little shield with his right hand guiding it. That just violated every law of physics he knew. 
 Not unnatural he decided after the first shock wore off. These were simply new rules of physics that applied to this special case of interaction between the two realities. He had to untrain his expectations and expand his catalog of natural laws. The shadow world might have different laws and the boundary between them have peculiarities different from either alone. 
 When David tried something like this out in the bush with Uncle it tired him quickly. He had much more stamina now, but that was enough for right now. He did feel a little tired and he found he suddenly had room for the other half of the pizza and finished it with no trouble. He kicked his shoes off and went to bed even though it was still a little light out. 
 * * * 
 The phone woke him up in the morning. When he answered the clerk informed him his suit was in the hall outside his door and this was his wake-up call as well. David hadn’t told them to call him when the suit got there, he somehow assumed that, but it was too late to undo being woke up so he just thanked the man to be rid of him. What he really wanted to do was throttle him for a fool, but then it had been a different clerk last evening. No problem, throttle them both, he thought stumbling in the bathroom half awake to use the toilet and wash his face trying to wake up. 
 The suit was indeed hanging on a little wheeled rack outside his door that remind him of the chrome stands a hospital uses to hang an IV bag. He left the stand and brought the suit inside, stripping the plastic bag off and discarding it. He threw the cheap socks and shirt away. He didn’t want to put them back in the bag with the clean ones. He’d be home soon and have his nicer things, but then remembered they’d hang loose on him now. He had some shopping to do. 
 The rental agency couldn’t find his original rental data on their computer, so David asked if that meant it was free. After a twenty minute delay while they made calls he considered just keeping it. He could drive it into the Bronx and leave it unlocked on the street with the key fob on the dash. Nobody would ever see it again. If they had no record he rented it that should be the end of the matter. They agreed they could accept his original paperwork, but balked at copying it and letting him retain the originals. The copy machine was in the back room where they were not allowed to take customers. He finally dropped the key fob on the counter and walked away. He really didn’t care if they charged him for the cost of the stupid thing. He had bigger concerns. 
 The car service into New York tried to give him a free upgrade to a limo that he declined. Traffic in the city was so bad he didn’t want a big car that would slow him down. Apparently they had no full size but un-stretched vehicles uncommitted. They actually settled on what passed for a mid-size Toyota now. It sure looked compact to him, but he could squish into it for a few hours. It had a driver, who he was assured knew the city, so he was happy. Crenshaw offered to take him to lunch if he got there early enough and the driver said it was doable. Crenshaw promised to wait for him if he was a little late and have his own car take them to lunch. 
 The driver was pleasant and chatted with him, but seemed deaf to other driver’s horns. Still, he got David to Crenshaw’s building ten minutes early and never actually hit another vehicle. The one spot they hit a block of gridlock, he did hit a trash bin while taking an off road excursion over the curb and across the sidewalk. David was surprised but glad he’d picked the smaller car. They’d have never managed that with a limo. The driver had military tats on his arms that made David wonder if he used to be a tank driver. 
 All that time saved was squandered. Crenshaw had a self driving car that drove like a hundred year old legally blind man. It braked as soon as anybody cut in front of it, which opened a hole that somebody else cut into. At least it didn’t back up when somebody was too close in front or they might go faster pointed the other way. 
 Crenshaw told the vehicle to orbit until he called it back. David wondered how many of the cars jamming the roads were orbiting, unoccupied, but burning fuel and occupying road space because there was nowhere to park them. It was all kinds of insane. 
 The building where the car let them out had brass street numbers that were a little on the large size, but no other signage. The doorman acknowledged Crenshaw by name and more impressively, he knew the doorman by name. 
 “This is a private club. Your father was a member for years although I hadn’t seen him in the place in the last decade,” Crenshaw said. “It dates from the eighteen hundreds.” 
 “But you don’t have any sign. Not even a little plaque by the door,” David noted. 
 “The name is ridiculously long. In fact the name has changed twice over the life of the club for legal reasons. Once to reflect the fact it could not exclude blacks and other ethnic groups. Notice I don’t say race. I won’t adopt the common usage, because we are all the same race. Then later we had to drop gentleman’s society, because we could not exclude women. I won’t make excuses that the necessity for either was excusable, but at least the club didn’t fight the needed changes in the courts like some. 
 “I rather suspect we’ll end up changing it again for similar reasons, perhaps within my lifetime. Not having a sign also eliminates casual walk-ins demanding membership. We feel there is still a rational basis to be exclusive. Any organization that becomes very large and open to the public necessarily suffers a reduction in quality. Currently new members must be sponsored and undergo an evaluation that is frankly very subjective. I’d have no problem sponsoring you if you ever think you’d use the facilities often enough to bother. Members who live outside the city are not that common.” 
 “I probably would go years between visiting,” David decided. “If I should change my mind I’ll speak with you and make sure your opinion hasn’t changed.” 
 “Well, that was modestly well put,” Crenshaw said. 
 A Maitre ‘d approached and informed Crenshaw they had a room on the second floor and the floor supervisor there would seat them. They took the elevator unescorted. 
 The supervisor was obviously alerted, standing waiting for the doors to open and acknowledged Crenshaw by name. Crenshaw just thanked him by name, calling him Benjamin, not Ben. They were led to small room with a view of the busy street. The décor didn’t try to overwhelm, it wasn’t the dark sort that copied an English club. There was wood up to a chair rail that appeared to be hickory, and green paint above. The table and chairs were maple old enough to have aged to a mellow red color. 
 “May we speak of business?” David asked, sitting after he held back to see which side Crenshaw favored. “If you’d rather wait until after we’ve eaten I can respect that, especially if you have to inform me of conflicts.” 
 “Ah, you anticipate your family will contest the will. That’s true but it won’t upset my digestion to discuss it. In fact all we have had to deal with are letters threatening action. I’d characterize them as written to placate irrational clients who don’t want to be told they have no basis to sue. It doesn’t cost anything to speak of and possibly retains their business without making the lawyer look silly in public. We understand such gestures and their real purpose privately.” 
 “I’m not cut out for the law,” David admitted. “I’d probably be regarded as rude from the way I’d reply to pointless threats like that.” 
 “One drives the point home harder, the milder the reply,” Crenshaw said smiling. “I simply responded to each that I’d be happy to accept a call if they wished to discuss the relevant case law. So far nobody has been eager to do so with me, much less before a judge.” 
  “The only one about whom I had any real concern was my brother Mark. Not only was the sum in question greater, but the emotional aspect might drive him to act, even against his own interests.” 
 A waiter appeared and had a daily menu printed on a single sheet. David held up a hand and declined the sheet. “You know the house. I’ll let you order for both of us.” 
 David figured Crenshaw for a man who would order steaks, but he got a Caesar salad to share, a Spanish wine, lobster rolls and pre-ordered a chilled lemon cheesecake for dessert. 
 “Better make that two lobster rolls for the young gentleman,” Crenshaw added. 
 “I know from experience to order the dessert early because it runs out easily,” he told David. 
 “I could see the conflict between you and your brother,” Crenshaw said. “There were practically electric sparks jumping between you,” he said stabbing his fingers at each other. “How do you assess your own feelings about him? Are you willing to suffer damage to thwart him?” 
 The waiter didn’t actually serve them. He stood back in an alcove far enough away to give them some privacy. When they needed something he made a little gesture and someone hurried in from behind a screen to attend to it. It was minimally intrusive. 
 “I didn’t think my father’s instructions left you much room to maneuver,” David said. “It seemed plain he was willing to eat the inheritance up in extravagant hours billed rather than see his will ignored. Also, I can go home right now and suffer no harm. I was enrichened far beyond any amount of money by my trip and I didn’t come to your reading desperately poor and willing to fight tooth and nail because it was my only opportunity to rise from poverty. We haven’t even discussed whether I did in fact successfully complete my father’s quest.” 
 “Your father’s instructor was able to call and confirm you’d met him and accompanied him willingly before the authorities shut off communications,” Crenshaw said. “He said you were an apt student and had surpassed your father even though your time together was cut off by events. So I knew that provision was satisfied. I didn’t really expect you to report failure.” 
 “That was a bit of a dirty trick, not telling me I’d be met and not need to search for a teacher. Did you do so to avoid my brother being aware of what was planned?” David asked. “It seemed to upset him the most that he thought I’d be the judge of my own success.” 
 “Although your father gave us the phone contact for the Sahar’s family, he didn’t really detail how we were to use it. We might as easily have given the number to you to arrange your own meeting. It is perhaps more an aspect of the legalistic way we think that we saw there was no specific instruction we use it at all. We might as easily have cast you to your own devices to find a Sahar. You deal with computers. I understand it is critical you tell a computer exactly what to do, since it has no volition to vary from your commands. A lawyer can be very similar or not. A legal mind can decide to take your commands very literally if it thinks doing so will serve another higher purpose, or can decide to test the limits of those instructions for another outcome, if fairly sure it won’t be called on it.” 
 “That can be adverse compliance if you want to take everything literally. I think you wanted to be sure I’d actually go without being forced to do so,” David decided. 
 “Indeed, or what my generation would call a white mutiny. We also did not want your brother actively interfering,” Crenshaw added. 
 “Yeah, that’s the sort of thing he might do,” David said. 
 “For a hundred million dollars he might stand off the end of the runway trying to throw rocks in the plane’s engines as it leaves,” Crenshaw said. 
 David had a brief struggle to avoid blowing wine through his nose. 
 “So again, how hard do you want us to follow your father’s instruction like an unthinking robot? To be blunt, he is dead and you are alive. It would be rather self serving to run up millions of dollars in billable hours with the excuse we are serving the dead, to the harm of the living heir it makes more moral sense to serve. You did fulfill the provisions of the will. To consume what you are owed now in an endless legal battle would serve no one and make our firm look bad to many.” 
 The lobster rolls arrived and surpassed their reputation as street food. The roll was hot out of the oven and the lobster in big chunks deeply chilled. The parts hadn’t had time to approach equilibrium in temperature and were subtly seasoned. 
 “Not that we will ignore our instructions, but we are not robots unable to apply reasonable discretion to our instructions. How hard do you want us to search for the most obscure legal theories and historic decisions to justify carrying on the fight? Weigh the idea that although you are right, it doesn’t follow that the other person is wrong. In fact Mark and your other relatives may genuinely feel wronged. If your father had died intestate the outcome would certainly have been different.” 
 “But I’m not your client to instruct you,” David objected. 
 “That reflects very well on you,” Crenshaw said. “I’d happily accept you as a client after this matter is closed, but of course not before. We’d be reprimanded for that and rightly so. However we are supposedly officers of the court and serve the law too, even if many lose sight of that. It does not do anyone good to promote bad law. God only knows there is enough of that.” 
 “If my brother tries to negotiate a settlement to avoid a battle, I can only think of one compromise that would satisfy Mark, for me to voluntarily relinquish part of the bequest. But this trip and the instruction I received has changed me. I’m not positive it would have benefited Mark, but that might be my personal bias. If he asks, offer him half the estate if he completes the same quest on the same terms with the same success,” David said. 
 David could see he’d managed to shock Crenshaw. 
 “You don’t believe he could do it,” Crenshaw said. 
 “I don’t believe he’d even try,” David corrected him. 
 “Well, that was rather novel and unexpected. I won’t explore other contingencies, because that’s more generous than I ever expected or would have suggested.” 
 “Do you see any reason he could reasonably refuse?” David asked. 
 “No, especially given the stated reasons for excluding him. A means test might have been appropriate. He might well have written the will that way, even set it up as a contest, though discovery might have gotten sticky later on the availability of Sahars or the bias in using one. You might have had to draw lots over who would go first,” Crenshaw speculated. “But I think we can avoid all that. Do you wish to report to me you have successfully completed your quest?” 
 “I do. Successful beyond any initial expectations I had,” David added. 
 “Then I accept your report. There are no actual actions to freeze the funds, an oversight they may regret, so I’m calling my secretary right now to wire the cash funds to the same account to which your ten million dollar bequest was deposited. The transfer agent for the securities will be contacted and given your particulars. He’ll contact you. Is that satisfactory?” 
 “Sure, that’s fine,” David agreed. 
 Crenshaw pulled out his phone and selected a number. “Simmons, have the balance of the funds payable to David Carpenter wired to his account and the stocks transferred. He’s satisfied the terms.” 
 He gave a little smile. “Better to have it out of the way. You never know when somebody will darken your door to serve you. Now, it becomes a matter of trying to claw it back. I hope you fulfill your father’s expectations and take an interest in these firms after you become the stockholder of record. It’s likely you will be offered board positions after those changes are recorded. At the least some of the senior officers will want to know if you intend to be an active or passive shareholder.” 
 “I’ve been too busy staying alive to think about that. I have no particular expertise in many of the things my father pursued,” David said. “I may contribute some of my own general business philosophy. If the fellows running them now are doing fine I wouldn’t be inclined to force any sudden changes. I’m not an activist to meddle if they are making money.” 
 “Do you have something you wish done with that package you sent us,” Crenshaw asked, “or should I just hang on to it for now? 
 “As soon as I find somebody who has some expertise at propagating succulents I’ll give you an address to ship it. From what I’m reading the way I saved the segments was correct to do what they call harden them off, so they can likely be rooted later.” 
 The lemon cheesecake arrived. It had a deep yellow layer with zest and smelled strongly of lemon. 
 “Would you like coffee with dessert,” their waiter asked. 
 Please, for both of us,” Crenshaw said, after David’s nod. 
 “So, do relate any of your experience you’d care to share,” Crenshaw invited. 
 David was happy to do so and didn’t stop to realize Crenshaw must have cancelled any appointments after lunch to deal with David, because the conversation went well into the afternoon. When he came to the point he returned to New York David stopped and regarded Crenshaw with a very serious demeanor. 
 “There are events I’d rather not share unless we have attorney-client privilege,” David said. “Now that you have discharged your obligations surrounding me, for my father’s estate, may I retain you as my attorney on personal matters, not as counsel for my company?” 
 “If you can supply two things,” Crenshaw stipulated. “An immediate cash advance on your retainer and some physical demonstration your story isn’t the manifestation of a deranged mind or a hoax perpetrated on you by some subterfuge.” 
 David smiled and put a dollar on the table, which Crenshaw made no move to pick up. 
 “Observe,” David requested, and tilted his cup so Crenshaw could see the last few table-spoons of coffee in the bottom. 
 Crenshaw nodded his acceptance. 
 David didn’t make any show of straining or furrowing his eyebrows. He didn’t even look in the cup. With no significant delay he held the saucer out in front of Crenshaw and inverted the cup. Nothing happened, so he tapped the cup lightly on the saucer. A perfect little brown lens of frozen coffee fell out on the saucer and David handed it to the attorney. 
 Crenshaw touched a finger to the ice and shook his head in amazement. He reached across and tilted it back in the cup still in David’s hand and returned the saucer to the table. 
 “I’m satisfied, but don’t ever expect me to testify to what I just saw. I know what I saw but as a practical matter that’s how people get you committed. 
 There was an awkward silence, like Crenshaw was waiting for him to resume. David just pointed to the dollar bill still untouched on the table. Crenshaw gave a little laugh and tucked the bill in his shirt pocket completing the transaction. 
 “You know, I believe with a little couching you could make a decent trial lawyer. That was very dramatic,” Crenshaw told him. “Now what did you do you were afraid to tell me?” 
 David had to admire the fact Crenshaw only raised an eyebrow askance when he related his experience in Customs. To the rest there was no reaction. 
 “I could never advice you to assault an officer of the law or anyone else for that matter,” Crenshaw said at the end of his tale. “Next time, trot off obediently to jail and let me sort it out for you. That is my official advice. Please carefully remember I offered it for any future reference. I’d never advocate as practical a solution as what you used. I think now everything is resolved, if you do?” 
 “Got you,” David agreed, “would it offend you terribly if you don’t drop me off anywhere in that awful self-driving car?” 
 “No, I could tell it was torture for you. You watch every move it makes and judge them. You have to do as I do and not even watch. I often read or do calls while using it and ignore it. In fact I have it set to tell me quite loudly when we’ve arrived or I can sit there engrossed in something and fail to note that I’ve arrived.” 
 “I’ll keep that in mind to try if I’m ever forced to ride in one again,” David said. 
 “I’m off then. Have Benjamin there call whatever transport you wish and the doorman will call up when it arrives,” Crenshaw suggested. “I can’t tell you how much I’ve enjoyed this lunch.” 
 Benjamin took David’s instruction and had his coffee refilled without asking. 



 Chapter 18 
 The same company that took David to Crenshaw’s office was able to get a car to him in about ten minutes. They must either have other offices and lots, or are able to divert a car coming off duty, David decided. It wasn’t the same Toyota and driver but it wasn’t a limo either David was happy to see. 
 He had the driver head for the airport and told him he’d have a destination before they got too far along. If there was a favorable flight he might go home. If not, he’d stay at a hotel near the airport. 
 The two flights he would accept were booked sold and he had no desire stand around to try for a cancellation. He directed the driver to whatever Holiday Inn was easiest to get to. The familiar green script came into view on the side of a tall building in about a half hour. 
 The check in was easy. He had a key card and turned to the elevators because the room was on the ninth floor. He obviously had no need for help with one small soft bag. 
 Half way across the lobby a short stout gentleman in a cheap suit jerked all over like he was shocked and looked up at David. He propelled himself out of the lobby chair and stalked up to David blocking his path to the elevators. It was surprising the floor didn’t shake with his stomps. 
 “What you think you’re doing moke?” the fellow asked, obviously incensed. 
 “Going to my room, if I wanted company it certainly wouldn’t be you.” 
 “We got no notice some other family’s sending somebody through our territory. You got no business here, this is not only McDonnell territory this is the Man’s business too. You gotta lot of nerve showing your face. You glow so bright you light up the whole room. Think you’re hot stuff, don’t you?” 
 The man’s face was a little odd in the false colors, but nothing so striking David would have noticed him in a crowd. Everybody had odd colors, but on his hand was an elaborate M in false colors. 
 “I don’t know what arrangement you have between families. I don’t know any families except the McDonnells to which you just introduced me. I’m my own family and I don’t let anybody bully me around and tell me where to go. Now kindly go away before I call the police.” 
 “That’s rich. McDonnell owns the cops here. You’ll come talk to my boss,” he said and reached for David’s arm. 
 David knocked the hand aside casually producing a flash of astonishment on the man’s face. He followed through with the motion to deflect the hand and brought it back as a backhand slap, leaning into it hard. It caught the fellow solid and completely off guard, knocking him to his butt so hard his legs came up and he almost rolled over backwards. 
 The man had all the delicate grace of a Jersey cow, built like a lawn gnome, so it was a shock when he did a kip up like a thirteen year old gymnast. 
 The anger on his face was now rage and some false colors David hadn’t sampled yet. He reached out like he was grasping something and pulled his hand back to him drawing a gold spike in the air as long as his forearm. 
 The analytical part of his brain, still functioning, concluded that was the sword part of the sword and shield the fellow at the rest stop hadn’t shown him. The part of his brain dealing with the immediate problem of staying alive saw the man was done talking and intended to gut him like a hog. 
 He was only two steps away and fast. He was one step away when David grabbed as much heat as he could from the room and pushed it to a point in the middle of the man’s head. It exploded. Not in pieces, but the steam blew his brains out of his ears and eye sockets and it was a mess. David stepped aside like a matador letting a dead bull stumble past on momentum. He looked down in distaste at his jacket. He’d never wear it again no matter how it was cleaned. He took it off, used the inside to wipe something disgusting off his left hand and threw it on the floor. 
 Taking his jacket off made David aware the whole room, already cool from air conditioning, felt as cold as a walk in fridge from sucking the heat from the air. It would take awhile for the steaming pile of meat on the floor to return to room temperature 
 David might have been better off to do the opposite and move the heat out of the man’s head, if the fellow had only given him time to think about it. He stood there for a moment, unsure what to do. He couldn’t just proceed to his room. Neither did it seem feasible to just walk out the door and go away. He was already checked in to his room. Six uniformed police came through the lobby doors and resolved it for him. He was going with them. They all had their weapons in their hands and after seeing the goon on the floor looked terrified. David was sure the slightest twitch would make them all start shooting. 
 He’d do what Crenshaw had just advised him to do at lunch and go with them quietly. David still suspected Crenshaw would be irritated with him. 
 * * * 
 They took everything in his pockets and nobody seemed to react to the unusual nature of the sign in his pocket or the rocks. The clerk looked at the sign and asked, “Amish?” 
 “Not personally, no. It’s a coaster,” David said. “I drink a lot and it’s handy.” 
 He didn’t ask about the rocks, but held them in a pile in his hand and looked a question at David. 
 “Enchanted rocks,” David said truthfully, just for the hell of it. 
 “You see every damn thing in this business” the man said, dropping them in the envelope. 
 The cuffs he could understand, but the waist chain and ankle hobbles seemed like a little overkill to David. He’d come as meekly as it was possible to be. He’d just said yes, or moved as directed from the lobby until he was chained to a steel chair in this interrogation room. 
 When two men came in to question him they were in civilian clothing. He assumed they were detectives, but they didn’t give him the courtesy of identifying themselves. David understood why. They were in a position of power and he was helpless. That was undoubtedly what they were used to. It seemed to remove any necessity in their minds of treating him with courtesy. He wondered how long one had to work with such power before it started altering your personality? Assuming they once had a mother who taught them any social graces. 
 When they started asking questions David stated he would not speak without his attorney. He had to repeat it eight times before they seemed to believe he meant it and it just irritated him. 
 “You have your attorney’s phone number memorized. That says a lot about you, you know?” the thinner cop said. 
 “I had lunch with him today,” David said. “It refreshed my memory.” That and repeating Mrs. Ayers’ formula for encouraging one’s memory before lunch. He could write a transcript if need be. 
 The thin one frowned and pulled a pack of cigarettes out. 
 “I’d rather you didn’t smoke in the same room with me,” David said. 
 “Listen to this,” the heavier cop said. “Do you think he’s challenged enough to ninety-six him?” 
 “He sounds squirrely as hell to me. It would let us hand him off to somebody else to deal with after he is released,” He looked at David hard. “Assuming he ever gets released.” 
 David realized they were threatening him with commitment to a mental institution. The thin cop was getting agitated because he kept trying to light his cigarette and David kept sucking the heat away. It wouldn’t light and after the first few tries he couldn’t get a flame from the lighter either. He looked at David with sudden understanding, but wouldn’t say anything. 
 “Maybe you should go take a piss and let me talk to our buddy here,” the thin one suggested. 
 David took that to mean he wanted a chance to smack David around in private. 
 “I wouldn’t do that,” David said pleasantly. 
 “Why not?” Thin man demanded, but with less aggression than before. 
 “It’s not safe. What if you had a heart attack while your partner was away? I’m chained here and couldn’t help. I don’t see any one way mirror to indicate somebody is watching. Do you have cameras? It seems a terrible chancy way to do things. I’m surprised there aren’t rules against it.” 
 The flash of emotion on their faces was telling. It obviously was against regulations. David was thinking over all the ways he could remove these chains if the poor officers happened to fall dead. It would be awkward. He wondered of a coroner could tell a heart had been frozen solid later inside an otherwise untouched body? Crenshaw would be really irritated with him. 
 The difficult choices were removed, because a young woman entered the room and informed the cops she would question him. They obviously both knew her and deferred to her, quickly clearing the room with no back talk. 
 She sat down, slapping a portfolio down and looked at David disgusted. Her eyes went to his hands, barely able to reach the edge of the table because of the chain running to his waist. He saw the eyes shift hand to hand and realized she was looking for a mark on his hand like the goon wore. Sure enough she had a fancy M brand on her hand too. 
 “Oh, you have an ownership brand,” he guessed, trying to throw her off balance. “The goon who intended to kill me had one too. I didn’t think to look and see if went away when he died or remained. 
 “It vanishes, I’m sure you know. Why don’t you have one? I see all kinds of strange signs about you that don’t make any sense. You aren’t a master, that’s clear,” She insisted. “No maverick has any power to do what you did.” All that created more questions than it answered for David. 
 “I’m not cattle,” David said, with a smile that was insulting on purpose. “Would you like that ugly thing removed? I’m not sure I could do it with any subtlety, but it should burn off fine.” He directed just enough heat to her hand it started to feel warm. She snatched it back and for a second David thought she was going to flee the room. 
 “Your face says you aren’t scared,” she snarled. “Nobody lies that well. What are you?” 
 “I’m irritated. What are you? You come in here full of assumptions and don’t even give me the courtesy of an introduction. Those two detectives didn’t bother to name themselves either. What is your authority?” David asked. “Where is my lawyer? I refuse to answer questions without him present.” 
 “I’m Sarah Oran, Assistant DA for the City. I think you know from where my power comes. You’re awfully brave for a man chained to a chair.” 
 “Something I’ve learned recently, is things aren’t always the way they seem.” He focused his attention on one link of the chain linking his cuffs. He didn’t heat it but chilled it hard until frost started to grow not only on it but the links touching it. A sharp snap shattered it like glass, with a distinct >ping<. He reached up and scratched his nose, like that was his only intent. 
 This time she didn’t look like she wanted to run, she actually pushed back from the table. 
 “Run away if you think it will do any good,” he invited. One thing he was sure about was this woman was no threat to him. If she had any way to deal with him she’d have been directing some of that obvious anger at him, not struggling to keep from running in terror. 
 “I’d be killed, or disciplined for failure, which would be worse.” 
 “Sucks to have a boss like that,” he agreed. 
 She looked at him like he was crazy. 
 “The cops thought about putting me in the booby hatch too,” he told her. 
 “Are you a mind reader too?” she asked. 
 “Not a very good one I’m afraid. I really need more training. I’m growing less sure all the time I want to know what people are thinking. They really seem better at emoting than thinking. If you won’t let me call my attorney so I can answer relevant questions, not chat about things in general and you don’t intend to charge me with a crime, perhaps you should let me go. I’m really being very polite about being held for no discernible reason anybody has been able to articulate.” 
 “You’re a material witness to a homicide!” she suddenly decided. 
 David just looked disappointed in her.  
 “Is that what happened?” he asked. 
 “What else could you call it?” she demanded. 
 “Karma?” he asked. 
 For some reason that made her shudder all over. 
 “I’m going to report to my superiors,” she announced suddenly. “You will be put in a conventional holding cell, not in general population for your protection.” 
 David couldn’t help smiling at that. 
 “If you know what’s good for you, you will cooperate,” she warned, suddenly brave again. 

And they thought he was crazy, David pondered after she left. 
 * * * 
 The new cell had a single cantilever bed that was the only place to sit in the room besides the indestructible stainless steel toilet. It had a firm foam covering that safely wrapped around the edges with no covers or pillow. There was a raised hump in the foam at one end David supposed must serve as a pillow. The sink was tiny with a nozzle toward the rear that supplied luke-warm water if you put your hands in front of it, or cold water at a sharper upward angle in drinking fountain mode if you leaned over it. There was no soap or toilet paper. 
 The walls were a pebbly plastic that David could not describe as purple or pink exactly. He suspected it was a new improved color to induce passive behavior. The lights in the ceiling were tiny LEDs too bright to look at so they probably hide cameras. David closed his eyes to the normal light and looked for signs of electrical activity. He thought he saw the sort of activity you’d associate with something as busy as a video feed, but he left it alone. 
 His door had a bright line of embedded electrical power running down the wall to the latch. That was interesting and he gave it a little nudge of power. The door responded with a loud >clack<. There was a distant alarm and footsteps and murmured voices outside. The door opened and there were two cops, one with a Taser and one with a shotgun against the wall outside. 
 “Sit on the bed cross-legged,” a third cop pushing the door open wide ordered. 
 David not only sat on the bed but scooted to the back and leaned against the wall. It wasn’t until then that they had a technician examine the door jam. Apparently all the active mechanism was in the wall and the door passive. 
 “Try it,” the tech invited and the unarmed cop worked a small remote control making the mechanism in the wall clack several times while he peered in. 
 “It seems fine,” the tech said. David gave the lock another jolt. The cop in charge just rolled his eyes when it clacked, seemingly on its own. The technician swore at it for making him a liar. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” David called from his bed. “I’ll promise to stay put if you want.” 
 The looks he got back were priceless. 
 * * * 
 “He doesn’t make any sense. He’s a mish-mash of all sorts of energies thrown off and an open face like a little kid. I didn’t see him lie once and I’m frankly scared to death of him,” Sarah told her boss. 
 “What did his face betray to your limited talent,” Vince McDonnell asked. 
 “He claimed to be bonded to no one. He wasn’t afraid of me or the police, just irritated. He thought me attractive, but it was horrible to read that uncovered in somebody who wouldn’t care enough to act on it.” She looked down embarrassed, but if she tried to hide anything from Vince he’d know. 
 Vince just laughed. 
 “He snapped his cuff chain when I tried to mock him about them. I mean… like nothing. Just to make the point he could. He threatened, well, not really threatened. He offered to burn your mark off my hand. Not just offered, he started to heat it up toying with me.” 
 “You didn’t just imagine it?” Vince asked, dubious. 
 “No! And look what he did to Tony. That’s not like anything I’ve ever heard of. He refuses to discuss anything of substance without his lawyer. 
 Vince scowled. “Does he really believe the mundane judicial system will decide anything about him? To whom is this lawyer of his connected?” 
 “We looked him up. He and his firm don’t seem connected to any of the families. Nobody there is of any importance at all. Carpenter has a lot of money, but a lot of mundanes do.” Sarah scrunched her brow up in sudden thought. “He never said anything about bail. Rich mundanes always think they can buy their way out of any mess.” 
 “Because they usually can,” Vince said. “Maybe I should see this exotic.” He looked at Sarah and had a rush of anger. “You fear for me.” 
 “I fear for all of us, forgive me.” 
 “Very well, allow him to call his lawyer. Go back and interview him as Assistant DA, play it straight like that’s all you are and find out what you can.” He smiled. “Release him if there are no reasonable charges to bring against him.” 
 Sarah shivered in fear, but she nodded yes and hurried away. 
 “She knows you are going to do something else,” his deputy, Boris, leaned over and said softly. 
 “Yes, but not what and what she doesn’t know she can’t reveal. That’s why she also doesn’t know this fellow was connected in any way with my man at customs,” Vince said.  
 “That’s smart,” Boris agreed. “She’s terrified already. If she knew he was a full blown firestarter she’d be rendered inarticulate and useless.” 
   
 * * * 
 They took the chains off for Crenshaw, but they didn’t look happy about it. Nobody said a single word about the broken chain.  
 Crenshaw didn’t look irked with him at all, he looked concerned. 
 “I can request a private conference with you as your attorney, but the reality of it is the system is corrupt here and we will be recorded. Don’t make even the slightest admission, not even expressions of regret over what happened to this poor person, because that will be twisted and reframed as guilt. If you have anything to say, when there is no overriding necessity to say anything, say it assuming every word is a risk that will be recorded and scrutinized.” 
 “I sort of assume you can’t post bail for me?” David asked. 
 “You are being held as a witness. So far, you aren’t charged with anything at all,” Crenshaw reminded him. 
 “Yeah and we both know that’s phony baloney, just like naming someone a ‘person of interest’. It’s such dishonest crap I don’t know how they can say it with a straight face. So, if I tell them what I know they shouldn’t have any further reason to hold me and I can walk free?” 
 “That is the presumptive bargain. I shall try to hold them to it, but they will have remote sensors on you. They can’t hook you up to a polygraph without consent, but the remote technology has come a long way. It can’t be used to convict, but it is sufficient to continue to hold you if they have reason doubt your veracity,” Crenshaw said. 
 “Who does this and when?” David asked. “I don’t care about these scum sufficiently to lie to them. The sooner we get this done the better as far as I’m concerned.” 
 “The Assistant DA, Ms. Oran. We can proceed to the interview immediately if you wish.” 
 “Oh, I know Sarah Oran already. I refused to speak with her without you just like the cops. I’m surprised to have her again, I didn’t think she was very comfortable around me.” 
 Crenshaw looked alarmed. “Nothing untoward happened did it? If you think there is any reason she’d be prejudiced I can ask for a change.” 
 “I’m not sure it really matters, but I’m willing to speak with her now that you are here.” 
 * * * 
 The venue was markedly different once Crenshaw was there. It was a pleasant conference room with a long wooden table, upholstered roll-along chairs, and window walls looking out on the city. 
 Sarah Oran had her little portfolio again and she laid a voice recorder smaller than a pocket phone on the table. She was opposite David and Crenshaw, sitting side by side.  
 “I of course need to record this,” she apologized. 
 “And video of course,” David added. “You need the facial reactions to analyze.” 
 “I’m not sure that is authorized,” Oran said. 
 “Perhaps they didn’t tell you,” David allowed. “There’s a camera in the thermostat on the wall there behind you, looking at us. And there’s a camera in the lighting fixture behind us looking at you.” 
 Her hard blink and twitch was a tell that she didn’t know they were recording her. 
 “You shouldn’t try to fool a man whose business is remote sensing and imagery,” David said. “That was impolite of them to do to you. Did you know that sort of camera is known to be very unreliable?” 
 Behind him there was a loud >SNAP< of an electric arc and little pieces of shattered plastic rattled out of the lighting fixture. He didn’t bother with the camera looking at him. 
 Crenshaw looked like he wanted to say something, but stifled it. 
 Sarah got a photograph out, but her hands were shaking. 
 “This is a photograph of the gentleman who… collapsed in front of you,” she said. “The autopsy isn’t complete, but we asked for a rapid assessment of just his head since that seemed the only real portion of his anatomy involved.” 
 “Isn’t that rather unusual?” Crenshaw asked. 
 “This is a very unusual case,” Oran said. That seemed beyond dispute. 
 “Interesting,” David said, studying the grisly photo far closer than Oran or his lawyer cared to. “You wouldn’t have a glass would you? I’m used to using on for satellite photos and such.” 
 “No, I didn’t see the need of one,” Oran said. “I’m sure this is sufficient to our needs.” 
 “I thought I saw a sort of tattoo or brand on the back of the man’s hand. I wonder if the medial examiner notes that sort of thing? I thought I mentioned it to you.” 
 “I don’t recall. I doubt it is relevant,” Oran said firmly. 
 “I can help you with your memory if you want,” David offered. He struck a totally unnecessary theatrical pose and thrust his hand out with a casting gesture. He started to say the formulae Mrs. Ayers taught him to sharpen his memory, but he got three words of High German out and Oran pressed her hands over her ears and said, “Idon’twantyourhelp,” all in a rush with no pause between the words. She didn’t uncover them until she saw David was silent. 
 “Did you ever know this man before?” She asked. She’d been instructed to ask that. 
 “To my best knowledge I’ve never even seen him before. I think I’d remember him. 
 “Do you have any idea what killed this man?” 
 “Well, that’s obvious. His bloody brains blew out of his head. It was disgusting.” 
 “Yes, but what agency could do that?” Oran insisted. 
 “I honestly don’t understand any mechanism for this event,” David said. “I have a pretty good knowledge of physics, know electronics the public doesn’t know exist, because it is classified, and have a fair understanding of chemistry. I can’t postulate any normal physical mechanism within my education to explain this. I’d like to understand it. I’d have to go off on a wild tangent, supposing something outrageous out of science fiction to explain this.” He could defend every point he made as truthful and any instruments they had would report that, besides Oran’s observations. 
 “Yet we have a real homicide here to explain,” Oran objected 
 “Perhaps,” David allowed. “I’m not sure you can prove it’s a homicide. I have to object to that assumption in the face of no concrete provable data. The very questions you’re asking shows you have no idea what killed him much less postulate a who.” 
 “Let me ask you directly. Because my office suspects the qualifier for first degree murder exists here, premeditation. You don’t have to plan a month in advance. We have the video and saw the interaction between you. When this man blocked your path, he reached for you to assault you. We’ll grant you that. Your action to push him away was appropriate. But then we saw no attempt to retreat as the state of New York requires. Did you then throw away the opportunity to run at that instant and instead form an intent to kill him?” 
 “Absolutely not,” David said, and both the machines and Oran knew it to be true. Slapping the man’s hand away and backhanding him hadn’t been intended to kill him or even harm him seriously. It was only after he formed a weapon and attacked from two steps away David acted to defend himself. There wasn’t then any window of opportunity to retreat. It all happened in seconds, but the enhanced memory Mrs. Ayers gave him helped him remember clearly. His honesty registered on both the mundane sensors and Oran’s scrutiny of the unmasked false colors on his face. 
 “Then I have no further questions for you,” Oran said, “I’ll order you released.” 
 That surprised David, he was prepared for a grueling protracted interrogation. 
 “I’ll walk you up through the process and take you to your hotel,” Crenshaw said, “You can suffer a kilometer ride in the hated thing.” 
 “No, I don’t want you here anymore,” David said. It gave him a sick feeling in his stomach to think of it. “I mean, thank you. Don’t be offended, but I’m sure. It’s for the best.” 
 If doubt flickered on Crenshaw’s he still nodded and accepted his client’s instruction. 
 “If anything happens to that man I won’t have a shred of mercy on anyone connected to it,” David said when Crenshaw was gone. “I’ll pursue it like a Middle Eastern clan settling a blood feud to the knife. Do I make myself clear?” 
 Oran might have responded with bluster if she didn’t have the sight, but David wasn’t lying about this either. He had no knowledge what his face looked like making that promise. It radiated power promising death and destruction so bright the merely angry mundane face wasn’t even visible behind it. It made the face glow of her boss Vince in a full rage look like a night light. Worse, closing her eyes didn’t do anything to block it. She just nodded her understanding, made inarticulate by its terrifying radiance. She just hoped Vince wasn’t planning anything that stupid, because she didn’t think he knew what he was dealing with here anymore than she did. 
 Oran walked David up to Intake and Release. He’d never been forced to put on a jumpsuit. The clerk pulled a plastic bin that had one envelope in it. David’s soft bag with his things was long gone at the crime scene in the hotel lobby. He was way past worrying about it. 
 The officer emptied his things on the counter there was his phone, his wallet, the pebbles, and his protective sign. Oran just whimpered at the sign, too strong for her to bear looking at. The jailer was thoroughly mundane and oblivious to it. 
 David slipped the sign home in his breast pocket, careful to turn it in to himself to mask it, and pocketed the other things. 
 “What is the address here so I can call a car to pick me up?” David inquired. 
 That gave the Property Officer a good laugh. 
 “Just tell them you’re at the Eighth Precinct release. All the drivers have been here before.” 
 There was a bench by the door marked exit, so David sat there and used an app that called any independent driver. He wanted to leave quickly, not in style. Oran took an identical bench on the other side of the hall. Once the jailer left the counter and retreated inside his wire security cage they were alone. 
 “Are you obligated to see me out?” David asked. “I can see myself out for all I care.” 
 “I want to see you get in the car. My boss would expect it,” 
 “Oh, not the DA, you mean McDonnell, may his name be praised,” David mocked. 
 Oran didn’t rise to the bait. Said to Vince’s face, that would be death for most men. 
 David wasn’t through discomforting her. He absent mindedly swirled his hand and made a golden shield. It hovered off his hand, but could he move it away? It didn’t move easily at a mental command. He made both a tossing motion and willed it away. It moved away reluctantly and returned like a ball on a rubber band. David smiled to learn something. He turned his hand palm down and tossed it away again a bit harder. It flashed out, not seeming to be affected by gravity at all and came back the same. However it clipped the fire extinguisher hanging on a wall bracket and cut off the inspection tags and about the last twenty millimeters of the chrome handle. It clattered on the tile floor. 
 “Oops,” David said. If he’d sliced into the tank it would have sprayed all over and made a mess. He better not experiment with this anymore until he had more room. How small could you make one? He drew a circle in the air and made a shield the size of a penny. That amused him. 
 Oran sat terrified. Watching him play with powers far beyond her, like a boy with toy trucks. 
 It was kind of like the doodling on scrap paper he did as a student to relieve boredom. David cupped his hand and tried to visualize a sphere and rotated his hand instead of swishing a flat circle. It obligingly created a gold sphere the size of a ping-pong ball. The neat thing was it didn’t follow his hand when he withdrew it like a shield. That made David exclaim – “Ah ha!” 
 That was something Oran had never seen, so fascinating she forgot for a moment to be afraid. 
 “Where did you learn this stuff?” she demanded, not expecting an honest answer. 
 “I made a start of it in North Africa, Ethiopia mostly,” he said. 
 “The families avoid North Africa,” Oran said. “If the talented go off the beaten path there they tend to disappear without a trace or signal.” 
 David recalled Uncle’s opinion of wizards. “I can believe that,” he agreed. The little gold ball moved when you pushed on it with a finger, but stiffly. It returned to zero when you let off. David pushed at it mentally, like trying to move a rock. It moved but with required continuing effort, like it was in a viscous fluid. He’d like to try drawing sword like he’s seen done, but Oran might shriek in terror. He wanted to get out of here without being arrested again. 
 When his phone rang David looked at it to confirm it was his ride. The driver said he was outside and driving a blue Volvo four door. He cupped his hand around the gold ball and wrung it out of existence as easily as a shield. It never occurred to him it might not follow the same rules. He expected this aspect of this new reality to be as consistent as the first universe he knew. 
 David pushed the door open and let his hand linger to hold it for Oran. Courtesy was such a habit he didn’t drop it to make petty points. Even with somebody like Oran he counted an enemy. The sign in his shirt pocket startled him by buzzing. He grabbed for it reflexively, but just managed to pop it right out of the pocket with the edge of his hand. It turned over in the air, falling. He leaned over and snatched at it before it hit the pavement. 
 A shock wave slapped the back of his neck and the physical sensation registered even before his brain processed the complex sound. It was a >crack< >BOOOOM< >thud< and the soft sound of something falling behind him. 
 He looked back and Oran was on the floor. Her shoulder was a ruin right at the arm joint. Her arm hanging limp but at least it was still attached. The arc of blood on the wall testified she’d spun all the way around as she fell backwards. The rage and anger on her face said this was as big a surprise to her as David. 
 He turned back to the outside and looked up, searching for a shooter. It was hopeless with normal vision, all the lights and shapes of buildings in the night could hide a thousand snipers, but looking over the parapet of a building across the street and a couple stories higher was a face, shining brightly with the false colors of intense emotions. 
 David reached out with both hands unconsciously, mimicking his mental reach with his physical gesture and grabbed every trace of heat within his view. In his mind he reached to the stars, but that was still beyond his grasp. Every erg he could claim was sucked into a point where that evil face peered down at him. He strained far harder in anger than the first time he pushed a rock at a rabbit. 
 A white hot ball of plasma enveloped the corner of the building. The shock wave broke windows for a block in every direction and bricks rained down on the street and sidewalk. Of the gunman his own people would never find a trace. He was vaporized. Even in shock and pain such a spectacle got through to Oran. When David looked back at her she expected to die, but instead he just fixed her with a look of utter contempt and walked away. 
 David stumbled like a drunk to the car. He’d drained himself worse than he ever had with Uncle. He opened the door and got in the front. The driver was so freaked out he didn’t object to that small breach of his rules. 
 “What the hell was that?” he demanded. “I haven’t seen anything like that since we shot off thermobaric rounds in Afghanistan!” 
 “I’m sure you want to be away from it just as much as me. Let’s get out of here before the fire and rescue people have the street all blocked,” David suggested. 
 “Which way?” he asked. 
 “Take me to New Jersey,” David said. Going to the airport didn’t seem wise. 
 “Man, I’m almost done for the night,” the fellow objected. 
 “Ten thousand dollars,” David offered. “Hell, twenty thousand,” he said, when the man looked at him open mouthed and didn’t drop it in gear to start moving, 
 “Right, right you are captain,” he decided and made a sweeping U-turn from the curb bouncing over several bricks in the road and floored it. David leaned back and closed his eyes. 
 Somebody was shaking David and he just wanted to be left alone. 
 “Wake up. Wake up, or so help me I’ll dump your butt out at the bus station and let the transit police deal with you!” 
 Police got through to him. He’d had quite enough of them lately. 
 “Your eyes are open, but are you really tracking? I’m two miles inside New Jersey and I need to know where you want to go. Don’t tell me any crap like Pennsylvania, because it won’t happen.” 
 “I’m mostly awake,” David assured him. “Any decent hotel will do and it’s awfully far to drive back tonight. I’ll buy you a room if you want and you can head back in the morning. It’ll be safer.” 
 “On top of the twenty grand? A separate room?” he asked. 
 “Both,” David promised, “stop somewhere and get some burgers or something and we can take them to our rooms to have a bite before bed,” David said. He was starved. 
 The driver found a drive through place and ordered four double burgers, two fries and a couple cokes. David hated colas but he didn’t argue, he just told him to add a couple shakes and gave him his card to swipe past the pay port at the window. 
 “Crap, are you going to pay your fare on the card?” he complained. “I’ll get killed on tax.” 
 “I’ll make it twenty five to make it up to you,” David promised. 
 “It’s really late,” David told the desk clerk, “I’m putting the ‘don’t disturb’ sign out. If I sleep past checkout and have to pay for another day, fine. I need the sleep.” His driver looked at him like a dog begging at the table and shamed David into doing the same for him. The clerk gave him two key cards for adjoining rooms and he handed one to the driver. 



 Chapter 19 
 There was an email from Crenshaw on David’s phone when he woke up. He hadn’t turned off the ringer but he’d slept right through it. 
 To: D. Carpenter 
 Subject: Ongoing Events 
 “The DA’s office informs me they want to question you again. They weren’t willing to say why, but reading the news I see the Assistant DA was shot and in serious condition facing multiple surgeries and the office building across from the Eighth Precinct lock-up has been ‘bombed’. I suspect they find it convenient that you, already not one of their favorite people, happened to have been in that location at approximately the same time. When they called me, shortly after all this excitement, they also seemed concerned the independent driver you hired there could not be found, and did not respond to his phone. They did not directly accuse you of abducting him, but that’s the impression I formed. 
 “I informed them that in honesty I had no idea where you went after leaving the lockup. It might be better to keep it that way. As an attorney I hesitate to advise any client to leave the state. It too easily looks like you are fleeing justice. But if you have left New York I see no advantage in returning. One bright note from personal experience is that they are unlikely to seek Federal involvement to find or return you. They are normally reluctant to share cases they have proprietary feelings about such as ones in which one of their own are involved, Ms. Oran, to wit. 
 I’m uncertain if my services are still of value to you if you intend to avoid the State of New York. I am personally only licensed to practice law in Florida beside New York. If you still want to retain me please forward two hundred thousand dollars to our office at your convenience, or ask our office secretary for wire instructions. 
 “I want to say that representing you has been one of the most interesting events in my career, just in case we don’t have further dealings. One little factoid they have avoided releasing to the news is that a number of the bricks scattered here and there at the jail site were partially melted. I thought you might find that interesting.” 
 Your Servant, W, Crenshaw 
 The address seemed to be Crenshaw’s personal e-mail or a throw away, not the firm address. David wondered, if he didn’t send the balance of his retainer, whether Crenshaw would ever mention their dealings to his partners? 
 It was past check out time and no reason to rush now, so David took a leisurely shower and dressed casually. His suit looked a mess and would need to be cleaned again before he wore it, but that wasn’t going to happen here. He wanted to move along. The New York police might not reach across the state line to arrest him, but Crenshaw had no idea what an extra-legal force David disturbed. Neither did David in any detail, but the way Sarah Oran spoke of families uncomfortably echoed the language used to describe crime families. If they knew he was so close he didn’t imagine a border would matter a great deal to them. 
 The complimentary breakfast was long over and the hotel didn’t have a restaurant. There was however a restaurant in walking distance that had decent reviews online. David strolled down there, rather late for breakfast and still a little early for lunch, so it wasn’t that busy. 
  When he ordered the Lumber Jack special with three kinds of meat, pancakes and an extra egg the waitress just nodded. When he added the country omelet smothered in gravy and raisin toast David expected at least a raised eyebrow. Instead she smiled and asked, “You want hot sauce for on that, Honey?” She’d definitely get a big tip. 
 He sat watching the activity outside the window and planning. Flying home seemed high risk. Airports were choke-points far too easy to watch, especially if he tried to take a direct flight. The sort of group or organization able to infiltrate or subvert a big city police agency could probably call up all sorts of assets from national data banks, so renting a car locally seemed unwise. A single black man alone in a car was a smaller sub-set to surveille too. He hadn’t ridden a motorcycle in years and the way people drove he wasn’t too keen to do so over a long distance alone. 
 The lot had parking for big trucks with lanes to pull in to park and leave without backing up. Nobody would look for him in one of those, but David didn’t have the license to drive a heavy truck or hire on to take a load towards home. Almost all of them were company tracks and probably would risk selling him a ride. They might also mistake his motives in asking. 
 Another vehicle pulled in among the big rigs and an older couple got out and walked to the restaurant. David smiled. They were driving a motor home nearly as big as some of the trailers. He couldn’t imagine anyone would look for him in one of those. 
 David was so confident he’d buy something he dismissed the car at the motor home and trailer lot. He only had a general idea what he wanted and described it as medium sized and fairly easy to drive. The salesman put him off a bit so he took charge and told the man to show him both the most expensive and the cheapest motor home on the lot in that size class. It was easy to get him to show the David the most expensive, a lovely bronze Mercedes with gold and black trim, for north of a half million, but he delayed and balked at showing anything cheaper saying he couldn’t image how hard some people used them. 
 “I got dropped off here determined to buy a vehicle and drive it away and you are talking me out of it by trying to manage me. I don’t manage worth a damn. Now do what I asked or I’ll call another car back to take me to a competitor who isn’t like a stereotypical obnoxious salesman in a stage play. If you want to act like that you’re supposed to get a loud plaid jacket and a toupee.” 
 The man sullenly showed him an ugly white aluminum box, twelve years old with a hundred thousand kilometers that smelled funny for far less than a tenth of the price of the Mercedes. 
 “You’re right, it’s a junker,” David agreed, “but now I have some idea of the price spread. What do you have that is only two or three years old and either a Mercedes or something else attractive looking?” 
 He had a three-year-old silver Mercedes with more options than the new one he’d shown David. It looked to have the same body shape and doors, but the layout inside was a little different. That might matter if you were a family of six, but either would work for David traveling alone. 
 David circled around the lot twice, checked to make sure the heater and air conditioner worked, tried all the lights and made sure the spare had pressure. 
 “How much?” David asked. 
 “Three hundred five thousand plus sales tax, registration, and license,” the fellow offered. 
 “Two hundred eighty thousand and road service for breakdown thrown in,” David countered. 
 “Oh no, no,” the man said, wincing. “These are very popular. I couldn’t possibly do that. Two hundred ninety five and the ninety day warranty and road service are no problem at all.” 
 “Two hundred seventy five thousand and the service package,” David said. 
 “That’s not funny,” the salesman said. The colors on his face said it did upset him a little. 
 “I’m humor impaired,” David admitted. “Does two eighty sound any better now or are we done?” 
 “You’re a hard man but I’ll take the two eighty,” he said, like it was a favor. 
 The hard part was David was a Georgia resident. He could get a transit tag but could not personally take title without a New Jersey license and address. It was far easier to buy it to operate in state for his business. He finally called a local mailbox service and got a box in his company name, promising to come in and sign their papers before the close of business. If he got mail to the street address for his name or the company name with no box number on it that was fine, he still got it in his box. Why did everything have to be so difficult? 
 The vehicle went in the company name, so he called his secretary in Atlanta and had her email an insurance policy number back. She was frantic when he didn’t want to do any other business or talk to anyone. A lot of people wanted to talk to him. The dealer printed an activation tab he applied to one of the plates he held ready. He had to show David the generator, the tanks of cooking and heating gas, and replace one empty when David noticed the gauge. He got a rundown on the zone heating, waste water and fresh, as well as electrical hookups. It was as bad as learning a new phone. 
 There was a tabloid size book of campgrounds and parks in the door pocket the dealer warned him was last year’s edition. He could use his phone to find someplace to stop as easily. David was in the motor home driving away in a bit more than three hours. It just felt like all day. The mail box store was only a couple miles away, but he had to stop for gas. The needle was barely over the empty mark and he hadn’t noticed. That sort of petty cheapness irritated him. 
 He paid the mailbox fee for a year and arranged for forwarding to his office in Atlanta. He headed south on the closest expressway, unsure exactly what route he wanted to go, just out of this urban area.
It was well past his huge breakfast and he was hungry. It was too late for lunch and too early for supper so no place was terrible busy. It was David’s first experience bringing an oversized vehicle on a normal sized lot. He had to go to the extreme back corner and take two places. No wonder the older couple went to truck stops with their huge rig. His was just barely medium sized and unwieldy. 
 A couple hours down the road he suddenly realized the vehicle didn’t have any video recorders. He stopped next exit at a big box store and got two car cams to record front and back. While he was there he bought a few groceries, butter, eggs and steaks, good bread and stuff to make sandwiches. A package of plastic plates and mixed silverware would serve for now. He circled back around and got a frying pan and a spatula. The refrigerator was on and cold when he put the stuff away. He’d realized while he was paying for it that he hadn’t checked to see if it needed to be turned on separately. 
 He was a little cautious. This vehicle was bigger than he was used to and he was sure it didn’t stop as fast as a car. He hadn’t been anywhere yet safe to try stopping hard to see how it did. Neither was it especially peppy when he gave it the gas. Traffic tended to cut in front of him and he had to firmly remind himself he didn’t have any set destination or time table to follow. It just felt pokey, something he hadn’t anticipated. 
 The last thing David wanted to do was have to park this behemoth somewhere in the dark, so he pulled over the next truck stop and bought bottled water, because he didn’t trust what had been in the tank for who knows how long. After buying sandwich makings he bought a hoagie anyway and ate it while looking at the old campground guide to see what would be coming up to the south soon. 
 He used his phone to read the reviews. The printed campground guide avoided saying anything negative, which made him suspect they all paid to be included in it. It gushed about two camps off the second exit to the south, but the online reviews pegged one as noisy with dirty showers and the other got better reviews. What really sold him on the second was it said it had easy in – easy out, pull through parking places. 
 The place had very good signage which he found encouraging. There was a clearly marked area for registration parking. David parked and went in the office door. It didn’t have a counter like a hotel, there was a white haired older lady sitting at a regular desk working at a computer. The counter was to her side because she watched a little store too. Besides all the normal things you’d expect to find in an office there were little bird nick-knacks everywhere and a big bird calendar behind her. 
 “I’d like a place to park for one night please,” David asked. 
 “Full hook-up?” The lady asked. 
 “I’ll confess, I just bought the thing this afternoon. I don’t know what to ask for, I’m sure I can fake it, but I’ve never hooked it up to anything. I’m a little nervous about even parking it. The easy-in – easy out mentioned on your site really sold me.” 
 “Well, it’s refreshing to get somebody who isn’t too full of themselves to ask. Come on I’ll take you to your spot and you can walk back with me to sign in.” She stuck a sign in the window that said, “Back in ten” when they went out. 
 “Do you want to ride?” David invited. 
 She laughed. It’s not that far, just follow me.” She took off walking at a surprising clip for her age. David had to hurry to get in and catch up. She pointed out the signs with arrows and held up four fingers. Turning down the lane to the left she pointed out a sign with a 4 and an arrow pointing down to the right so you knew which side for sure. 
 Walking through, she turned around and did an arm waving imitation of a line man waving a big jet in to park. David was sure it was exaggerated for comic relief, but he appreciated it.  
 “Did the fellow who sold you this give you any instruction at all?” she demanded. 
 “Not really, but he gave me an owner’s manual. I didn’t want to sit there to read it.” 
 “Bring your keys around and I’ll show you how to hook up the electric and water. Go easy on running the water and I’ll have my husband come show you more later,” she promised. 
 David walked back with her and had a sudden case of déjà vu, remembering how he had to move right along to keep up with Uncle. 
 The price was reasonable and in sudden fit of caution he paid cash. Before he went back to his spot he looked through the store. He bought a small apple pie and a can of stew. They had fabric chairs on a folding metal frame, like a Hardoy chair but with a high back. That seemed a nice idea to be able to sit outside, so he got that and two towels and wash cloths. Every time he thought about it he seemed to find something new to buy. 
 Later he was sitting outside in the chair, reading the owner’s manual when a thin older man walked up. 
 “My Mrs. says you would use some help with your new home. I’m John.” He looked critically at the owner’s manual and wrinkled up his nose. “Those are generally pretty useless.” 
 “It certainly is, almost as bad as the Ingrish instructions to assemble a Chinese bicycle.” 
 “If you can read German get the European version or better yet the factory service manual,” John said. “It’s expensive and probably will tell you four times as much as you wanted to know. But it can be a lifesaver when you break down to be able to hand it to a service technician. Even if he can’t read German the pictures will let you puzzle out most of it. It’ll have a disk version in the back too.” 
 “If it has the manual on disk I can run it through a translation site and get the English,” David said. 
 “There ya go. I hadn’t thought of that,” John said. He explained all sorts of things to David, showing him shut-offs and controls the salesman hadn’t. 
 “If you want to put off filling your black and grey water tanks you’re welcome to use the showers, middle of this lane,” he said, waving. “They’re cleaner than most, but bring your own towel and soap.” 
 David thanked him and he went nodded and walked away. He’d never offered to shake hands and his wife had never offered her first name much less her surname. But oddly he didn’t take it for a snub. They just seemed very reserved. The helpfulness certainly made up for it. David just relaxed and gave up on the manual. Pretty much everything he’d been trying to look up John covered. 
 When he got hungry he tried out his little stove, searing a steak in butter and scrambling some eggs in the remaining butter. There wasn’t any exhaust fan and it made a haze. No wonder he’d seen some grills outside other motor homes. The plastic knives were useless and he ended up eating it by hand after it cooled down enough. Then he didn’t have any napkins or paper towels, so he cleaned his hands on one of his new wash cloths. Back to the little store he walked and bought a paring knife, two big rolls of paper towels and a bottle of dishwashing soap. Before he could pay for that he saw flip-flops and realized they would be perfect to wear in a public shower. That reminded him to buy a pump bottle of hand soap. They had a real little gold mine here, David reflected, leaving with a full bag. 
 It was twilight by the time he put his things away. David returned to his chair outside. There was a gentle breeze blowing and if there were mosquitoes around that seemed to keep them at bay. If not, he was sure the park’s little store had repellant. It seemed to have every other necessity of mobile life. A couple swallows flitted by finding some kind of bug to intercept even if none were bothering him. A big black bird landed on the power line running down his lane and got his instant attention. It had a bright false color glow about it that made David think of green. Could such a thing be natural? It wasn’t at all like the normal faint false colors around other birds and small creatures like squirrels and rabbits. 
 Was he paranoid or was the bird actually looking at him? It made David think of the drones and robotic spy bots that were a staple of his business. Could a biological entity be co-opted and controlled with the sort of forces Uncle taught him? He’d never hinted at any such thing to David, yet perhaps he would find that repugnant and the sort of things wizards would do. It reminded him vaguely of the way Halloween decorations associated cats with witches. That was superstitious rubbish, wasn’t it? 
 He didn’t really know a blackbird from a raven, crow or starling, especially in dim light looking up at it on a power line. The park lady with all her bird decorations could probably identify it at a glance. The thought occurred to him to kill it just in case it was some nefarious agent, but he really didn’t approve of killing something that casually. He didn’t intend to eat crow in the very literal sense. The bird solved his moral dilemma by taking wing and flying off out of sight. 
 It wasn’t long after the bird left and he could make out stars in the darkening sky that he was ready to go to bed. The night was pleasant enough to sleep with the windows open to screens and let the breeze blow through. The bed was as nice as any he’d have gotten at a hotel, but there was no pillow. He wasn’t about to go see if they had any at the camp store. One of his rolls of paper towels rolled in a bath towel served just fine. 
 There was an early morning rush of people leaving that woke David up. After the exodus it got quiet again. The folks who were staying several days didn’t seem in any hurry to stir around. David decided to go shower using their facilities, because one thing he remembered from last night’s instructions was he had to actually light the water heater and he hadn’t seen any need of it yet. 
 David made sure a change of clothing had no labels still hanging on them and put those in a handle bag with his wallet, phone, soap and the towel that hadn’t served as his pillow. He carried the thongs only planning on wearing them in the shower. The showers were individual stalls for privacy with a bench to get dressed and hooks on the wall to hold your things. The grate on the floor was wooden slates criss-crossed, still wet from the previous user. He was happy not to stand on them directly. The flow wasn’t going to knock you down, but it could be set decently warm. His shower in the motor home probably had one of those low flow heads that barely drizzled on you. 
 There was a commotion outside with loud voices, and then a siren in the distance getting closer. David went ahead and finished his shower. He’d have to put dirty things back on or put clean things on without showering to satisfy his curiosity. When he came out there were people standing in clumps here and there, staring down the lane. It wasn’t until he was half way back to his lot he realized they were staring at his motor home. When he got closer he looked up. The same big bird with its false color halo was on the line staring at the Mercedes just like the people. That was no coincidence. 
 David didn’t want to create a spectacle again with a fireball, so he reached out and removed heat from the bird until it had a white coat of frost and he was sure it had to be dead. It was still perched there, but feet frozen in place around the line. He didn’t feel the least bit of regret now, just that he hadn’t given in to his misgivings and done this yesterday. 
 The park owners were standing watching the firefighter foam the vehicle down. It was sitting on the ground already, tires consumed. The glass was all gone and the sides sagging in, an empty shell. When David walked up behind the lady owner, whose name he never had gotten, she turned her head and saw him. She grabbed John’s sleeve and gave it a vigorous shake. She appeared too surprised at David's appearance to say anything to him. 
 When he looked back the same direction she was, John’s face registered the same sort of shock. David kept walking and joined them, reached out and put a hand on their shoulders, drawing them in. 
 “Do the firemen think I’m still in there?” David asked. 
 “They sure do. That’s the first thing they asked, was how many people in that motor home. I thought you were in there,” John said. “They axed the door latch and tried to go it, but the flames just gushed out. 
 “Do me a favor," David asked. "I’m afraid I have some very bad New York people who want to harm me. I thought I was clear of them, but apparently not. Tell the firemen I was in the shower and I’ll speak with them in your office if they want, but not to make any public announcement about who or how many were in that fire. It might save my life to not let these people know they failed to kill me. The vehicle is insured and I’ll make sure you don’t take any loss from damages to your site and hook-ups.” 
  “These firemen are all local boys we know, volunteers, and they’ll listen to us. I’ll try to make sure they understand it might do you harm. I don’t figure anybody will be surprised if they wait a day or two to let it cool down and go through the debris before making any statements. This is the weirdest damn thing that has happened around here in a long time,” John said. 
 Above, the thin feet of the bird thawed enough to loosen its grip and let it rotate on the line. It fell to the pavement right in front of the three of them, still covered solid in white frost. It hit with a sharp crack and bounce that made it obvious it was as hard as a bowling ball. They all just stared it. 
 David couldn’t think of anything plausible to say. 
 “OK,” John allowed, “second weirdest thing.” 
 The Fire Captain was surprisingly young. He listened to David’s story of having bad actors after him with visible skepticism. He seemed encouraged David could give him a concrete address and phone numbers for his company in Atlanta, so he couldn’t just disappear and claim he had nothing to do with the matter. When David explained what his company did it helped. The Captain was ex-military and respected people who did defense work. 
 “So these people who might want to do you harm, what are they? Mafia? Foreigners?” he asked. 
 “I’m not sure,” David admitted. “I don’t have a name for them. But one I actually got to talk to spoke of them being families. If that’s not Mafia it sounds similar. And I was laughed at by another when I spoke of going to the police because he said his boss owned the police.” 
 The Captain, who had a very low opinion of anything to do with big cities full of corruption, found all that very persuasive. Especially since David didn’t act self-important and claim to know everything. 
 “I’ll wait a couple days to make a report,” he promised. “Not least because if there are people still looking for you, a few days delay will make sure they don’t come snooping around, bothering John and Erma. We watch out for them, though anybody who messes with them is likely to find themselves on the wrong end of a twelve gauge full of buckshot.” 
 “I didn’t have John pegged for the type,” David admitted. 
 “You’re right. John is a pussycat. Erma is the no-nonsense sort to take care of business.” 
 * * * 
 David had Erma call the closest car rental to bring a car out. They were again willing to send somebody on her say-so because they were locals and knew her. He wanted to be well away before his rental went on the data nets. 
 “Thank you,” David said when the rental car pulled up. “In the unlikely event I ever own a motor home again I’d be happy to come here again.” 
 “That sweet of you, but if it all the same to you, there’s a couple of fine places just a little bit further west into Pennsylvania that I’d recommend. Even if it isn’t any fault of yours it seems like there is just too much excitement that seems to follow you around,” Erma said. 
 “No offense taken,” David said. “I can see how you’d feel that way.” 
 * * * 
 “The bird is dead,” McDonnell’s best handler said. 
 “Of course, but not Carpenter,” Vince said with grim certainty. 
 “Well I can’t tell you that. It happened so fast the bird couldn’t report. The bird was just there one instant and gone the next. I’ve had a bird shot before, but you still knew something happened briefly,” the handler said, “enough to have an idea what happened.” 
 “He nuked the sucker just like Boris,” Vince guessed. “I bet Boris didn’t feel being vaporized.” 
 “There’s something you should know about that,” the handler said, unhappy. 
 Vince’s face said he wasn’t about to beg for the information. 
 “The NYPD has shared sensors pods on the light poles. They do faces, license scans, and gun-shot triangulation. They host some stuff for Homeland Security too. The one nearest Boris when he was taken out showed a neutron pulse. It kind of freaked them out because it was the sort you associate with a fusion event. It worries them sick that terrorists might get nukes some day.” 
 “That’s like what an H-bomb does, right?” Vince asked. “Where was there any hydrogen to fuse?” 
 “I suspect that was Boris himself. People are mostly water you know.” 
 “Oh great, he didn’t just nuke him,” Vince said, “he thermo-nuked him.” 
 * * * 
 David drove west, stopped and used his new electrical skills to burn out the antenna for the satellite system, then doubled back south east to DC. The rental transaction would show on the data nets, just like his purchasing the motor home did, apparently way too fast if that was how they tracked him. David had a plan to deal with that this time. He drove around until the neighbor hood looked horrible then scouted around until he saw two young men sitting in a car backed into a parking space by a liqueur store. He backed in next to them and walked around to the driver’s window. 
 “I’d like to do some business with you,” David proposed. 
 “Get outta here. I can smell cop all over you,” the fellow said with a smirk. 
 “Not that kind of business. I want to get rid of that car,” David said, tipping his head at it. 
 “Jus’ rob a bank?” the fellow guessed, “or is it stolen?” 
 “It’s a rental and clean right now, but it will be reported stolen in the morning, day after tomorrow. By that time, if you’re smart, you’ll have sold it to a chop shop. I want to trade cars and have the use of this one for those two days,” David said, thumping the door. “Fair trade? I can’t hide the fact I rented it, but I don’t want anybody to know where I am by the time it’s reported stolen.” 
 “Somebody after you,” the passenger said. It wasn’t a question. 
 “Yep, some New York guys. I want to be across Virginia and maybe as far as Ohio before they figure out I’m not coming back from DC.” 
 “Dis a hunk o’ junk, you know?” the driver asked, looking at the rental appraisingly. It was a measure of how crazy the deal was that he’d admit that instead of trying to praise it. 
 “You’ll probably get enough from the chop to get better,” David suggested. 
 “How we do this?” the guy asked. 
 “You clear out any business items you got aboard. I pull down a few places and we both get out. Your friend walks off a ways. We both put our keys on the hood and walk past each other and take the new car,” David suggested. 
 The fellow thought about that a little. “Works for me,” he agreed. 
 David pulled well away. If the fellow tried to cheat on him David was hardened up from walking with Uncle. He figured he could out sprint him. If the worst happened and the fellow pulled a gun he might find it melting in his hand, or frozen to it so cold he couldn’t shoot or let go of it. 
 Nothing like that happened. The man walked down and picked the key fob up, saluted David and got in his new car. His friend came walking back in no big hurry. When David tried, the old Buick started right up. It didn’t belch blue smoke and it even had a half tank of gas. The two stayed parked when he drove away. You’d think the pair of them would want to go for a ride, but David suspected they were waiting there to keep a business appointment. He smiled. They might have even thought he was who they were waiting for at first. 
 David turned up the ramp and went south. If the previous owners were asked which way he went they’d probably say he made some crack about going west. A quick search to make sure they hadn’t left any merchandise behind wouldn’t hurt. He had to shovel out all the fast food wrappers and cups anyhow. A plastic bag with his shower things from this morning was in the trunk of the rental, but nothing that would identify him. When he gassed up he’d check the oil, tire pressure and transmission fluid. He doubted that pair’s business priorities favored heavy maintenance. 
 A black guy in an old car with DC plates might be a cop magnet, so drove through most of North Carolina but stopped early, before dark and when traffic would thin out. He held it down to a hundred and ten kph, not so much for the police but at the hundred fifteen limit it started to shimmy. 
 The next day took him to Georgia and he stopped to buy a change of clothing and a cheap bag, once again stopped early and parked among the cars that were visibly staff for the hotel. He gave his rental car information to the desk however. At the crack of dawn he went down and drove the junker to an all night restaurant and left it there with the windows rolled down and the keys in the ignition. 
 After walking back to the hotel he showered and changed clothes. He had the hotel continental breakfast and joked around with the two ladies servicing it so they would remember him. Then he checked out and walked out the door with his bag. He was back in a few minutes and asked the people at the front desk if they had by any chance had cause to have a vehicle towed last night or this morning? When they said no, David made a show of looking in his pockets and pulling his dirty clothing out of the bag and searching the pockets. 
 “I’m afraid I’m missing my key fob,” he informed the desk clerk. “I don’t know when I lost it. It could have been last night or this morning either one, but I walked all around your lot and the car isn’t there. Would you call the local police please? I’m going to have to report it stolen.” 
 David was sitting in the lobby looking dejected when a single officer walked in. He took the other end of the lobby sofa from David and took the report on a tablet. David readily admitted he’d lost the key fob and theorized somebody found it. The officer asked if he had the optional insurance to cover that? David knew he hadn’t and said so. In reality he declined it because he didn’t care to commit insurance fraud. He could well afford the cost a cheap rental car to get away safely. 
 The officer suggested he call the rental firm next and helpfully suggested he might have coverage through his other insurance policies or his credit card. 
 David didn’t know if that was so or not, but he imagined if he offered to pay for the car up front the rental company wouldn’t argue with him. 
 “Do you have a way home?” the officer asked. “The rental folks may be very reluctant to send you out another car. If they do they’ll insist on full coverage on this one.” 
 “I’m only an hour from home,” David said. “I was just too tired yesterday to drive the rest of the way safely. I could call somebody from my company, or just get a car service to take me that far.” 
 The cop nodded and David could see him reassess his estimate of David’s station in life. He was wearing cheap casual clothing, but spoke of his company and obviously had resources. He wasn’t the sort who needed to be referred to the Traveler’s Aid Society. 
 “I’ll call the rental people first,” David said. “There has to be a number here on the contract.” He got his wallet out and pulled a folded up pink flimsy out. 
 “I’m done then,” the cop said, standing to leave. “Good luck, I hope you don’t get dinged too badly.” He was kind enough not to chide David for losing his key fob. 
 David felt a little dirty. He didn’t like lying even if he wasn’t defrauding anyone. After reporting it to the rental people he would get a driver to take him the rest of the way home. He wasn’t going to call his office, he’d walk in and surprise them. He really wanted to see how things were after his long absence without giving them any opportunity to pretty things up for him. 



 Chapter 20 
 It was almost 1300 by the time he reached his offices and dismissed the driver. His receptionist not only jumped in fright when he walked in, she actually clutched her chest. 
 "We didn't know if you were dead or alive!" Clara exclaimed. "The last Joan spoke to you was about getting insurance for a motor home. We had no idea if you were taking off on another extended trip with it. Then the investigators and insurance people called and said it had burned up. The story online from the local news said they didn't know if there were any remains in the burnt out motor home and then they never updated the story. Joan has a ton of messages for you." 
 "I'm sure she does," David said, "I'll sort through all of them eventually," he promised. "I'm going to my office now and get some priority things sorted out, but I haven't been back to my apartment yet. Please don't call and start telling people I'm home, because I intend to go home very soon and don't want to be swamped with calls or people walking in until tomorrow." 
 His secretary Joan wasn't nearly as surprised. Clara at the front desk obviously hadn't considered her in the news black-out since he was on his way up. That was fine and reasonable. 
 "It's nice to have you back," Joan said. 
 "I imagine you had a lot of constant pressure from people demanding to contact me?" 
 "Yes, quite a few refused to believe I wasn't in daily contact," Joan just shrugged. "I don't really let it get to me. I've kept a list of all the communications in a rough priority. I also kept a log of calls and requests that people withdrew as they handled them themselves of necessity." 
 "That will be very interesting too," David said. 
 Joan knew him well enough to know he'd rank his people based on whether they were able to handle matters and whether they were reluctant to do so unless forced to because they couldn't hand off the problem to somebody else. 
 "I do have something I'd like you to research for me in the next couple days," David said. "Find out if any of the local universities have anyone who is an expert on succulents. I'd like somebody who can both identify them on a worldwide scope and knows how to propagate them from hardened samples." 
 "Succulents like Hen and Chicks or Aloe Vera?" Joan asked. 
 "Yes, but this is something wild from Ethiopia and might not even be officially identified." 
 "Whatever you say, that's why you pay me the big bucks," Joan agreed. She probably had told him that a hundred times. David just smiled and went in his office. 
 David called Jack Delocca, an older retired friend with whom he went running, played cards and generally hung out when he could tear himself away from work. David was briefly interested in Jack’s daughter, but she decided she wasn’t interested in him and stopped accepting any invitations. She was married to somebody else now, but David still maintained the friendship with Jack. 
 Jack had a big lot out in the country and owned one car and a two car garage, so he’d taken David to the airport and vowed to drive his car frequently enough to keep the battery charged. He threatened to ‘keep the carbon off the valves’, but if anything he was a much more cautious driver than David. 
 “Have you wrecked my little Audi yet?” David asked when Jack answered the phone. 
 “It won’t go fast enough to make a really spectacular wreck. When are you going to buy an executive toy like a Lamborghini?” Jack demanded. 
 “When I can figure out how to make it generate income instead of cost me,” David said. 
 “If I had your money I’d throw mine away,” Jack insisted. “Do you need your ride back? Two more days and you’ll owe for another month’s storage fee.” 
 “Storage? I was going to charge you rental, but what say I take you to dinner and we call it even?” 
 “I get to name the place?” Jack asked. 
 “Yes, but not the Waffle House again,” David said. “I lost some weight and want to keep it off.” 
  Joan was at the door, frowning. “I have two gentlemen here who won’t be put off.” 
 David covered the mouthpiece. “I’m not going to talk to anybody until tomorrow.” 
 “They have a warrant for your arrest,” Joan said. She was still holding the door knob but the officer literally pushed her out of the way. Joan was stubborn and refused to take a step so she tumbled to the floor. The man literally stepped over her. 
 “David Carpenter?” he asked. The other policeman filled the door way but didn’t step over Joan. 
 “Help my secretary up and apologize to her,” David said. “You may be thugs but you don’t act like that here.” 
 The man laughed at him. 
 Suddenly his hair was on fire and he twirled around trying to figure out what was happening. His partner took his jacket off and smothered it. About the time he got the hair put out the man’s shoes burst into flame. It was very difficult to take them off while they burned. It was rough on his hands. 
 His partner didn’t understand what was happening, but he was certain who to blame. He pulled his jacket back and drew his weapon. It just kept going when he drew it, wrenched out of his hand and flew through the window shattering it. He hunched over and held his wrenched hand against his stomach with his uninjured hand. David had confidence now he could move a heavier object, but not the fine control to take it from his hand gently. 
 “Do you think I’m funny too?” David asked him. “Would you like to help my secretary up for your partner or did your mother never teach you any manners either?” David started heating the man’s shoes and feet slowly enough he could sense what was happening. 
 “Ma’am, please excuse my partner’s clumsiness,” the man said. His feet were getting uncomfortably hot. He offered a hand to her. Joan slapped the hand away and got to her feet herself. 
 Sitting on the floor with his socks burnt to tatters the other cop pulled his weapon. He struggled with it like a living thing, but it twisted and refused to point at David and turned no matter how he strained against it. Instead it pointed at his partner who was wild-eyed and too terrified to run. 
 “Would you like to apologize to my secretary?” David asked, again. 
 The fellow’s reply was obscene. 
 This holding something steady was something new he hadn’t practiced, just as hard as making it fly away and wearing him down already. 
 “Are the security cameras all working and running?” David asked Joan. 
 “Of course, I’d have told you first thing otherwise,” Joan said. She was a little wild-eyed herself, but in control of herself and more angry than afraid. 
 The sitting man suddenly shot his partner in the leg just above the knee. Then the pistol by all appearances was thrown by him out the jagged window opening and joined the other. It was a relief to stop straining to hold it. He was very pleased with himself he could do that and make the finger and trigger pull back. Doing two things at once was mentally difficult. 
 “Joan would you please call the police to send a couple uniformed officers and explain the two officers here seem to have had some sort of difficulty and one shot the other? Suggest an ambulance too, please.” 
 “Jack,” David said into the phone, “are you still there?” 
 “Sure, what else do I have to do but sit and wait for you? Was that a gunshot I heard?” 
 “I’m afraid dinner is off,” David said, “It seems I’m going to be arrested.” 
 “Oh goodie. What have you done now?” Jack asked. 
 “Any number of things,” David admitted. “You’ve mentioned to me several times that we commit three felonies a day unless we stay home in bed and hide under the covers. But the funny thing is, they never did show me the warrant or say why they were arresting me. I really have to go,” David said, and hung up. 
 The man with the hole above his knee was tough. He had his belt off and was using it for a makeshift tourniquet. He called David something ugly, which David decided to let go under the circumstances. 
 “We’re arresting you for extradition to New Jersey,” the man said.  
 The fact he was in no shape to arrest anybody David let pass. “Whatever for?” David asked instead, honestly surprised. 
 “It doesn’t matter,” the man said, “if New Jersey asks for you, all we care about is if you are the person they are asking for. They have a plane flying down. You were stupid to resist. This is likely more trouble for you than the original complaint.” 
 “Resist how?” David asked. “You never identified yourselves to me, asked for ID or got within arm’s length of me. What did your partner have against you?” The partner seemed to have fainted. 
 “I don’t know how… ” the man started to say and looked confused. He was dealing with the impossible and after being shot he was likely a little shocky by now too. 
 “Joan?” David called loudly. 
 “They’re on the way,” Joan said when she came to the door. 
 “Thank you. Would you personally keep this for me?” David asked and gave her his sign. “It means a great deal to me. Also call security and have the recordings of my office today pulled and copied right after I leave. I expect the responding officers to arrest me. The police will probably be back and ask for either copies or the original. That’s fine, but I want you to give a copy to our corporate attorney, a copy to this gentleman,” he gave her Crenshaw’s card, “and copies to the local TV stations.” 
 Joan looked at him hard, like she had a million questions. 
 “Later,” David said to that look, “after this is sorted out.” 
 “I’m on it,” Joan said, “but you are a hell of an optimist to see this getting sorted out.” Nevertheless she went back out to her desk and set it in motion.” 
 David walked back to his desk, put the stones from his pocket on it and sat on the edge watching the door with his hands in plain view, trying to keep them from shaking. What he really wanted to do was collapse on the sofa, but more police would be coming and that would never do. 
 “This way,” David heard Joan say a bit loudly, probably for his benefit. She led an EMS crew in with a gurney and went back out. They saw they had two down and called on their radio for another unit. They rolled the shocky one on his back and started an IV. The gunshot victim they jammed something in the wound and triggered it. The medic held his wrist up and looked at his watch counting off time to himself. It seemed like about thirty seconds and he made the man release his belt. The fellow was obviously afraid to, but it didn’t resume bleeding. They medics lowered the gurney and together they hoisted the man with the bad leg onto it. 
 “They’re all in here,” Joan said and led in a single uniformed Sergeant of police. He looked at the EMS working on the two officers, the big shattered window and David, seeming to be relaxed and sitting on the edge of his desk. 
 “What does the perp look like and how much of a head start does he have?” he asked. 
 “The two here, they are police I assume? They never got to identify themselves and they were armed, but they never showed ID. They told my secretary they had a warrant for me, but they assaulted my secretary, then it got crazy and the one threw his gun through the window and the other shot him.” 
 “They were here to arrest you?” the Sergeant asked, and put his hand on his gun. 
 “That’s what they told Joan, but then things got crazy. You’ll have to see the security feed yourself. I’m perfectly willing to be arrested if you want. I suppose one of them has the warrant in his pocket if they weren’t lying. The one who his partner shot said I’m wanted to be extradited to New Jersey.” 
 “Are you armed?” The uniform asked. 
 “No, I’ve a permit, but my pistol is in the safe there behind my desk and hasn’t been out of it in weeks. In fact I’ve been out of the country since then.” 
 “Turn around and lean on the desk. I’m going to pat you down and cuff you for my own safety.” 
 David decided this was probably as good a deal as he was going to get unless he wanted to run up a ridiculous body count. He put his hands flat on the desk and spread his legs without being urged to do so. The pat down was less intrusive than at an airport. The cop put the cuffs on, but not roughly, then suggested he sit back down. David looked a little unsteady.  
 “Would you at least find out if there really is a warrant before perp walking me out of my own company, past my people?” David asked. 
 “You the CEO?” the cop asked. 
 “I’m the owner,” David said. 
 David could see him calculating what kind of money he was dealing with just by the building. 
 “I need to check these fellow’s pockets,” the Sergeant told the EMS. 
 “Do it quick,” the lead medic said, “because we’re going to transport this one as soon as the other truck gets here. They are just a couple minutes out and they will treat and transport the, uh, other guy.” He balked at what to call his injuries, burns certainly, but with no immediate cause apparent. 
 The Sergeant found a folder and sighed. “I have the document. You are David Carpenter?” 
 “Unfortunately, yes. I understand you have to arrest me. Might as well be done with it,” David said, resigned. 
 He was an older cop and could smell big trouble. Nobody submitted to arrest so agreeably. “Ma’am did one of these fellows really assault you?” 
 “The first one knocked me to the floor without asking to come in or requesting I get out of the way,” Joan said. “He clipped me with his elbow and stepped over me, then got all aggressive when Mr. Carpenter reprimanded him for it. The cameras will have caught it all I’m sure. I have the head of our security making a copy for your people right now.” 
 He didn’t want a part in any of those videos. He was near retirement and intended to quietly get there and enjoy it. 
 “If I let you walk ahead of me to my car without the cuffs will you go meek as can be and not run or any other foolishness?” he asked David. 
 “Yes. I would have for these guys too,” David added. 
 The Sergeant made a motion for David to turn around, undid his right cuff, but left it dangling on his left wrist. 
 “Stick that in your left pocket, where nobody will see it,” he told David. 
 “That’s brilliant,” David said, “you can say I never had the cuffs off.” 
 “That’s experience,” the cop said, gruffly. “You don’t make thirty eight years service without learning a few tricks to cover your butt. I’m not surprised you figured it out so fast. You don’t have a company like this,” he made a sweeping motion with his head, “by being stupid.” 
 “Joan, see that the Sergeant gets a copy of the recording besides any others that ask. Even if you have to hand deliver it.” 
 She nodded. 
 They passed another pair of EMS techs on the way out and a couple more police cars after they started for the station. 
 “I’m bringing in a D. Carpenter on an extradition warrant,” the Sergeant reported on his radio. 
 “Hold him at the scene for another pair of detectives,” dispatch ordered. 
 “We already passed them inbound a few minutes ago. I have the physical warrant too.” 
 “Roger,” dispatch said, and dropped it. 
 Being booked was much like New York. David wondered at what point it was so routine it became boring. It certainly seemed boring to these jailers and one jail was pretty much like another. 
 David went in a long cell with a ledge running around the edge to sit on. There were three other men in there already. One was in expensive but rumpled clothing and slumped against a wall, drunk David would guess. Two others were bearded and rough looking with jeans so dirty they were black where the original blue didn’t show. They had sleeve tattoos covering both arms and more on their necks. One looked at David fiercely until his companion straight armed him to get his attention and nodded no. That surprised the fierce one but he looked at David again, appraisingly and dropped it. 
 David wondered if a plane was in the air already, on the way to pick him up. Did they really intend to send him back or would they try to kill him like they had in New York. Who were they even? 
 One of his questions was answered a couple hours later. The jailer escorted a man to the cell who had a fierce countenance and wasn’t cuffed or manacled right up to the cell door like David had been. He had a throbbing bright aura of false colors, some of which David had figured out was a lively anticipation. Some of the others he still didn’t know, but it was obvious the man fixed his attention on David even before the door was locked behind him. 
 Instead of approaching David immediately he sat on the opposite leg of the ledge where he could face David somewhat. He formed a sword like the fellow had in New York, but sat playing with it, grinning like a fool. David suddenly realized he was supposed to be terrified. The man thought he was intimidating David and enjoying doing it, playing with him like a cat with a mouse before killing it. If the man could not see he wasn’t frightened at all then he was rather dim witted at reading normal faces, much less the more telling false colors. 
 David had to reassess his expectations of these other people who had some talent with the same powers Uncle taught him. He expected to find truly frightening wizards who could do all sorts of impossible to believe tasks with long honed skills. Instead he was getting one trick ponies like this fellow. The sword thing apparently was a big deal and widely known. The man obviously had no idea David could drop him dead where he sat and he’d never have time to know he was dead before he hit the floor. 
 It made a little sense but disappointed David. If you viewed the other world touching ours from a superstitious perspective you’d be terrified to play with it and experiment to see what you can do. No wonder Ms. Oran in New York had been horrified to see him play with the shield and sphere. Any talent they had was gotten by empirical methods and no real understanding of what made them work. 
 The sniper who tried to kill him in New York had done so with a conventional firearm instead of wizardry. Perhaps it was like the old saying that in the kingdom of the blind the one eyed man is king. Having any skill or ability the general population didn’t and wouldn’t even admit existed could be levered to an advantage. David wasn’t so far removed from them yet, but he intended to study the things he was seeing with every sensor and instrument at his disposal. He was certain they operated by rules, even if not exactly the rules of his universe. He wasn’t even sure at this point that there was only one neighboring universe that seemed to have congruent points with his own. There was so much still to find out before he could make even the most basic conclusions. 
 David wondered, did the first people to use fire quickly appointed a priesthood to handle it who were superstitiously afraid to experiment with it after a few people got burnt? 
 The talented thug watching him finally woke up to the fact he wasn’t faking a lack of concern and it offended him. He stood up and before he could take a step David shoved at him hard. He was a large mass but within David’s ability to move just like a thrown stone. He didn’t acquire that much velocity. He didn’t splatter on the concrete wall behind him, but he was suddenly off balance and sat back down hard on the bench and hit the wall behind him hard enough for his breath to be knocked out of him with and audible >Hufff<. 
 The two rough looking characters glanced at each other. The new man was already acting weird by making motions like he was having a fantasy sword flight. They had already formed the opinion he was on something or was a mental case. When he sat back down so abruptly it just looked wrong. He didn’t change his balance and toss himself back against the wall, he moved like he was yanked on the end of an invisible string. David and he were looking at each other, but David didn’t bother to add drama to his action by throwing an arm out theatrically, like a stage magician who wanted you to believe you knew the cause of the thing you saw. 
 A brighter person would have seen they were dealing with something beyond their abilities at that point. Instead, it made this brute angry. He stood back up and formed a sword again. David knew he would attack again. He could probably outlast David’s ability to keep thrusting him away. He wanted to stop him but not make a big show, certainly not a fireball or freezing him solid. He concentrated removing heat from the man’s body, but trying to throttle and control it just to cool him, not freeze him solid as a block of ice.  
 The man looked surprised and then confused. He stepped toward Davis unhampered as yet. David kept cooling him, hoping he didn’t have to do worse. It wasn’t until he was half way across the cell he faltered and looked confused. Once he stopped walking David was certain he had him. He tottered and lost his balance, spun around and fell flat on his face in front of the tattooed ruffians who suddenly looked like frightened school boys. 
 David hoped it was just hypothermia and the man wasn’t dead. One of the rough looking characters called out loudly for the jailer. “We got a guy sick here. He’s passed out!” They weren’t all that quick to respond and when they did the unarmed jailer stayed outside until he had two armed officers outside the cell to back him up. It was still several minutes before another officer came who felt for a pulse and told the duty jailer to call an ambulance. The man was left on the floor unattended. David out of an abundance of caution, not really wanting the man to die, pushed a little heat back in him faster than his body and the environment supplied. 
 When the EMS arrived, they were shocked at how chilled he was to the touch and stuck an infrared thermometer in his ear and triggered it. They wrapped him in an aluminized blanket to wheel him out. 
 Everybody sat unmoving for a long time after they left. The drunk slept through it all and the one tattooed fellow finally stretched out on the bench and slept. They other looked like he wanted to but wouldn’t let himself. They had no clock but David was pretty sure it was the next morning before they came for him. It was definitely a new shift with a new jailer. 
 They fitted David with a loose prison jump suit right over his clothing, cuffs, a waist chain and shackles that hobbled him. The short chain between his ankles was so irritating he froze a link until it was brittle and snapped it with a longer step. They didn’t even notice. They took an elevator down and rode with an armed officer in a golf cart down a tunnel he assumed went from the jail to the court house. He apparently wasn’t considered a big enough risk to be handled by video. 
 He was seated at the left table in the court, the armed officer staying with him. David just had time to meet his lawyer who came in and sat at his other side before the judge entered. His company’s legal firm sent a criminal lawyer by the name of Buddy Roberts. He was young enough he couldn’t have been out of school that long. That was fine, David didn’t expect him to be able to do anything. The only thing the state of Georgia cared about was to confirm his identity and the willingness of New Jersey to pay to transport him. Of course since they intended to kill him in the holding cell maybe they hadn’t fully made arrangements. He asked Roberts and was informed they had thirty days to do so. 
 The Bailiff called ‘All rise’ and announced court was in session, Judge Ramaris presiding. The judge came in and was seated. David was horrified and disgusted. There was a rippled golden circle riding behind the judge’s shoulder and a couple thin strands emerging from the hole and framing the judge’s face at the temples like a laurel. The creature visible through the opening was nothing like the crab creature Uncle injured. It reminded David of a shrimp. It was obvious that besides the thin tendrils reaching to the judge it had many others hanging below the face of the creature in restless motion. Its eyes were solid black marbles that no human could read for emotion. This was the first hint David had there were intelligent beings in the other universe and what a shock to see they not only accessed this side better than David knew how, but intervened in Human affairs. 
 David looked around the court and the only other Human with unusual colors about him was one at the other table. He must be the one to present the case for the state to extradite him. David planned on letting them transport him to New Jersey and deal with it when he got there, but not now, this changed everything. Looking around the room for a loose missile to use the Bailiff had a gun. David wasn’t sure of his strength and fine control to repeat what he did in his office. At the very least he’d probably take so long doing it that the creature could become aware of his actions and close the window. It creeped him out that he couldn’t even tell if the monster was looking at him. There was a faint odor of rotten fish that had to be from the hole. David wondered why nobody else seemed to notice it. 
 The Bailiff had a pair of handcuffs in a holster, but they weren’t covered by a leather flap, instead they had a slot running down the middle deep enough to get a finger inside the cuffs and pull them out quickly. David was confident of his ability to manipulate those. The fellow from the other table walked up while David was deciding what to do and was showing papers to the judge. The hole in the air and disgusting alien seemed invisible to everyone, including the man conferring with the judge almost within reach of the horror. 
 David slid the metal hand cuffs out of the holster. The Bailiff didn’t feel David playing pick-pocket at all. They lifted straight up and over his shoulder. Once he had a straight shot David didn’t hesitate an instant. He pushed the cuffs with every fiber of his being straight through the hole into the other realm and shattered the head of the alien monster. He expected the hole to blink out of existence the moment the creature was dead. What he didn’t expect was a flash of light so bright it blinded him and a crack so loud his ears were left ringing. The only saving grace was he’d scrunched his eyes closed straining to push the cuffs. 
 When the flash blobbies finally subsided enough to let him sort out the gray shapes trying to resolve in his vision the judge was face down on the bench unmoving. The DA, prosecutor or whatever was on the floor heaving his guts out and the Bailiff was sitting on the floor holding his face in his hands. The court room was chaos with people yelling and those who could see clearly enough after the flash to navigate jamming the exits to get out. The window into the nether regions was gone.  
 The officer beside him was fumbling with his pistol trying to get it from a retention holster. David relieved him of it and tired from his effort creating the missile did nothing fancy, he just smacked the man across the ear with the pistol and dropped him to the floor. The pistol was a heavy metal sort not a plastic gun. David embrittled his cuffs with cold and used the pistol like a hammer to shatter them.  
 His lawyer was sitting frozen, fascinated and horrified to watch him remove his cuffs. The Bailiff recovered and stood up. Seeing the prisoner wielding a pistol he drew his and with his vision still mottled, raised it clumsily in a double handed grip, squinting. David straining to chill his shackles and momentarily drained didn’t try to stop him remotely, he just raised the pistol he was using as a hammer and shot him. He sat back down abruptly and David put three more in him just to make sure he wouldn’t be a threat again. He didn’t really care if the man was aware he was an agent of an alien horror or not. They were all trying to kill him.  
 His chains and cuffs off David unzipped the jump suit and considered what he wanted to leave behind. He put the pistol back in the hand of the officer on the floor and pressed his hand firmly around it. All this would be on video. The papers the judge was being shown were in a fan on the floor now and even in his weakened condition easy to set on fire. There were two black dome housings hanging down from the ceiling David had already identified as cameras when he came in. The power colors emanating from their cables let down the wall into the judge’s chambers behind the bench.  
 David walked behind the bench and entered the judge’s chambers, his lawyer sat and watched him go without a word. The recorder was in a cabinet and wasn’t even locked. The memory was a simple SD card and he removed it and still had the strength to burn it to a melted mess. The judge’s chambers stank even worse of putrid fish. The other side of the judge’s chambers had a door he took to a public hallway. There were still enough people panicked by the explosion and shots leaving the building for David to blend in among them. It was chaos outside and the police were still disorganized and had no real perimeter yet. He had no phone or wallet and no money, so he simply walked away. 
 There was a diner with a steady business a couple kilometers away. David stopped a man coming out who looked warily at him. David didn’t try to step any closer to him or alarm him. 
 “I lost my phone and need a friend to come pick me up. Would you do me the kindness of taking a moment and giving him a call for me?” David asked. 
 “Yeah, I can do that,” the fellow said suspicious and expecting David to ask for much more. 
 David rattled off the number for the fellow to punch in his phone. “His name is Jack. Please ask him to come pick up David at the Ruby Diner.” 
 Jack asked to speak to David but the fellow wouldn’t hand his phone over. “He only asked for you to be called. I’m not going to hand my phone over to a guy who might run off with it.” 
 The man terminated the call and told David that Jack understood and would be right down and to watch for him to be driving David’s car. 
 “Thank you. You saved me a great deal of trouble,” David said. 
 “No phone and the other guy has your car?” the fellow asked, curious now. 
 “And no wallet, I was relieved of both,” David said with a shrug that said, ‘What can you do?’ “But I’ll be fine now that my friend is coming.” 
 “No point in standing out here waiting for him,” the fellow said, softening. “Go inside and have a cup of coffee where you can sit. You looked bushed. This place will even give you one refill and you can nurse it until he shows up.” He held a ten out to David. 
 “Thank you, I didn’t mean to pan-handle you but the kindness is appreciated.” 
 “Been broke before when it wasn’t any fault but my own,” the fellow said. “Now I have to get back to work,” he thrust the ten at David again and he took it, nodding his thanks. 
 The coffee and the seat were welcome. He loaded it with sugar, even though he didn’t drink it that way, for the energy. 



 Chapter 21 
 “You look like hell,” Jack said when David came out and got in the car. 
 “Thanks, the guy who called you said the same. He pushed a ten dollar bill on me to go in and have a coffee waiting for you. He probably thought I was going to drop on my face on the sidewalk and destroy what little ambiance the neighborhood still retained.” 
 “Ten dollar coffee? That dive looks more like you’d get a very weak five dollar cup.” 
 “It was pretty weak, but they will give you a refill,” David admitted. “If you want to stop somewhere and get me a burger I really needed more than a coffee.” David frowned. “I should have told you to drive your car, but if they haven’t picked you up they must not be looking for my car. You’d have never got past all the scanners this far.” 
 “Don’t tell me why,” Jack said, “what I don’t know I can’t answer if questioned.” 
 “OK, but I need you to do something for me. Call Joan and tell her I need the FedEx package I had her put in my safe. Can you go do that for me?” 
 “You can’t go into your own office?” Jack asked. 
 “I was arrested there yesterday and if I go back it might happen again. I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re watching the building. If I wait a day or two they may get a search warrant and make Joan open the safe and seize my computers and papers.” 
 “You’re out on bail?” Jack asked. 
 “Not exactly,” David said. “There was an… incident at the courthouse and mass confusion. I just walked away.” 
 “You’re a fugitive? I was going to take you to your apartment, but that’s out.” Jack made a turn at the next light and changed directions. 
 “Where are you going then?” David asked. 
 “To my own place. I’ll call Joan and take my car to get your package. You seriously need to crash. 
 “I need to eat too. It doesn’t have to be fancy, just calories,” David said. 
 “There’s about a foot of party sub in my fridge and the usual ice cream bars that I like in the freezer. If you want more than that there is peanut butter and jelly. I’ve got an itch between my shoulder blades. I want to get you inside and hide this car too. You realize I’m going to expect a full explanation eventually?” 
 “Tomorrow. I need food and rest and some of the plant specimen in that FedEx envelope.” 
 “Is it legal?” Jack asked. 
 “I’m pretty sure it is. It’s one of those things they may declare illegal once they know it exists, but I don’t see any way they would be aware of it yet. It’s not a euphoric,” David said to Jack’s questioning look. “It’s a sort of cognitive enhancer, but so effective it could be very socially disruptive.” 
 “You using it already?” Jack demanded. 
 “For some weeks now and I can show you evidence it works,” David promised. 
 “Great,” Jack said, “you were already a tremendous pain in the ass as smart as you were before.” 
 “Thank you, Jack. I love you too.” 
 Jack set the sandwich in front of David, called Joan and asked her to have the FedEx package ready for him to pick up. 
 “Put David on to tell me,” Joan insisted. 
 “You don’t trust me?” Jack said in his hurt voice. 
 “Not worth a damn,” Joan agreed. “Put him on.” 
 “You have to tell her,” Jack said handing David the phone. He swallowed and took it. 
 “Joan, please put the FedEx envelope inside another Kraft envelope and let Jack have it. If anybody asks, you have no idea where I am, but Jack can forward a message.” 
 “How much does this have to do with events at the courthouse?” Joan asked. 
 “Everything,” David said, without hesitation. “That was a hearing to extradite me to New Jersey.” 
 “What for?” Joan demanded. 
 “They never told me. I don’t think they really expected the hearing to take place. They sent somebody into the temporary holding cell at the jail to kill me.” 
 “Then why are you still alive?” Joan asked, logically. 
 “Now it’s my turn to be hurt,” David said. “I’m much tougher to kill than you think.” 
 “I guess so. Do you want your pistol?” Joan asked.  
 “At this point it would be a liability. I’d much rather you clear a top drawer in your desk and put it there where you can get to it quickly. If anybody comes in who seems off or has an odd story don’t be shy to shove it in his face. I’ll back you up a hundred percent.” 
 “It’s a big clunky thing. I like my little .38. Your 10mm is a wrist breaker.” 
 “Yes, but if you hit what you are aiming at it with it then it doesn’t matter, one shot settles it and you can go have your wrist treated. You don’t need three more follow-up shots like your silly little pistol. I’m giving you back to Jack.” 
 There was a brief silence and Joan said, “OK.” 
 David handed the phone back to Jack. 
 “Satisfied?” he asked her. 
 “Yes, but don’t come to the office here. Go to the cafeteria and I will have somebody inform me when you arrive and I’ll bring it down to you. Cooperate with him.” 
 “Sure whatever you say. I’ll be driving my own car, not David’s so you’ll have to tell the gate too.” 
 “Not a problem. See you soon,” Joan said and hung up. 
 Jack turned back to David and he was asleep face on the table half way through the sandwich. It was tough getting him vertical semi-conscious and stumble-walk him to the bedroom. 
 * * * 
 Vince went into the meeting room and locked the door behind him. There was a single square black pedestal of stone that stood in the middle of the empty room. There were no visible lights yet everything was illuminated softly. There was a square that looked like a ceramic tile on the pedestal and Vince turned it over. The other side was a swirl of false colors. Sometimes he got an instant response, sometimes it took awhile. He waited, because the previous fellow in his position got impatient after a couple hours and left. He wouldn’t make that mistake, ever. 
 The hole with the golden halo formed in the air. The cockroach stared out at him. Being a New York City boy he was much more familiar with them to draw a comparison than a shrimp. He’d never seen a shrimp with its head on. He not only couldn’t tell if it was looking at him, he never was sure if it was the same one or if they took turns. A single thin tendril snaked out and lay across his ear. He forced himself not to recoil. It never got any easier. 
 “You have created a great disturbance in our domain,” the creature informed him. “One of our best speakers was slain while networked with a large class of students. They were all mind damaged beyond any chance of salvaging and had to be put down.” 
 “How did I have anything to do with this?” Vince asked, terrified. 
 “This one. Close your eyes,” his speaker ordered. 
 The image took a bit to form. It must be difficult for the creature to create it. As far as he knew they didn’t use names. The idea seemed to be alien to them. It was David Carpenter in a single still image including other worldly colors. If the cockroach didn’t recognize it Vince plainly saw the promise of death and destruction painted on the man’s face in glaring colors. What was absent was any fear. 
 “You will stop provoking this one to attack us. You have foolishly decided to contend with what you can’t understand,” the roach ordered. 
 “I was using the mundanes to bring him back within my jurisdiction,” Vince admitted. “He killed my deputy and damaged my liaison with the mundane power structure.” 
 The roach didn’t say anything for awhile. Vince suspected communication was so difficult it took that long for it to process Vince’s meaning. 
 “And yet you did not look first to your survival when he killed your deputy,” the roach said. “Your instincts are clouded by great emotions. This is a defect in your kind. You are a dull tool. You will do as I said, disengage from this one. After you have done so you will cease to breath,” it ordered. 
 “Yeah sure, I’ll have the extradition order withdrawn,” Vince agreed. As to the other, the roach was nuts if he thought he could or would agree to the other order. But he’d send his new deputy in next time and the filthy thing could draw its own conclusions about why he wasn’t there. He could deal with it second-hand. He didn’t exactly look forward to these sessions anyway. 
 The opening vanished without any effects, it just wasn’t there suddenly. The creatures didn’t seem to have any use for formal endings and good-byes. 
 Vince went to his desk and ordered Carpenter’s extradition be repudiated. If New Jersey wouldn’t pay to bring him back Georgia had no interest in making a gift of his travel expense to them. He didn’t cancel the actual charges which would be more difficult. Maybe that would keep the man out of New Jersey. At the moment that seemed a good idea. Arson would have been impossible to prove anyhow. It was really just intended to get him where he could be terminated. 
 Vince put the handset back in the cradle and let out a sigh, then he couldn’t suck another breath in. He struggled and even reached with his hands and pressed on his sides as things went to tunnel vision and gray, but the cockroach’s order had power he hadn’t understood. 
 * * * 
 Jack was shaking David, worried sick. It had been sixteen hours since he left him on the bed and went to retrieve his envelope from Joan. When he arrived at the gate to Aerosense Corp she had a pass and window card waiting for him. But at the entry she also had a security officer waiting to wand him down in addition to whatever sensors they had installed at the reception desk. The fellow walked him to the cafeteria although he knew the way. Joan pushed the envelope across the table to him, keeping a physical distance. She suggested strongly he not break the seal on the outer envelope and bid him goodbye. She was of an age like him, older than David, and hard as nails. God, he just loved it when she acted like that. It was a shame she was already married. 
 David got his eyes open but had that stupid look that said he wasn’t tracking a hundred percent just yet. He looked irritated when he started remembering where he was and what was going on. He let his brain boot up and didn’t ask Jack stupid questions. 
 “How long have I been out?” was sensible when he finally did speak. 
 “Sixteen hours. I could have let you keep sleeping, but I was getting concerned.” 
 “I can understand that,” David acknowledged. “Excuse me a second.” He headed for the bathroom to ease nature. Jack went to start coffee. He figured David would want that and probably a big breakfast since he’d fallen asleep before he ate much. 
 “I imagine all the drama at the courthouse has played out in the news?” David asked, when he finally followed his nose to the kitchen. 
 “Plenty of drama yes, but very little information. The police aren’t saying anything and the TV stations rushed down to the courthouse and stood outside for the evening news yesterday, with endless speculation about what the police aren’t saying. The courthouse is closed today and it lacks even a piece of crime scene tape across the door, so the camera trucks all went home.” 
 “Didn’t any of them play video I had Joan send them?” David asked. 
 “Not a blessed one,” Jack said, poking holes in the bread with a fork so it absorbed more batter for French toast. The skillet had sausage started, the hot kind Jack knew David liked. 
 “I saw the video,” Jack said. “Joan supplied the PD, three TV stations and the police officer who arrested you with copies, per your instructions. She decided I needed to see it too, since I seem to have physical custody of you. She informs me she has her own copy too, buried in her garden.” 
 “She thinks they’re going to go around and confiscate all the copies?” David asked. 
 “Yes, very sensibly,” Jack said. “Did you really think a TV station was going to play a video of something impossible? They know studio work, so they immediately assumed it was computer generated video. With digital you can’t really tell fake from real any more. If it’s a fraud presented as real then that’s a crime in itself, so yeah, they may try to round up all the known copies. It’s not exactly complimentary to the PD and the stations all kiss their butt. If they don’t it gets very hard to cover the news in Atlanta, they get run off blocks away from any crime scene. Shaky telephoto images of a blue flashing light a kilometer away doesn’t do much to excite their viewers. 
 “Oh,” David said and nothing more. Jack put coffee and real cream in front of him. 
 “Did you know your nose is peeling?” Jack asked. “Your cheeks have a flush too, but not as badly. You’re dark enough it should be really tough to get that sunburned. When did that happen?”  
 David felt, it was warm and tender.  
 “It’s a flash burn. It would take way too long to explain,” he assured Jack. 
 When Jack came back to refill David’s mug he asked, “Do you believe the video?” 
 “Informally between friends I believe it. Officially if asked as part of a legal deposition I’d rather they didn’t lock me in the booby-hatch for being delusional. Which is pretty much what the Sergeant of police who arrested you told Joan, when she hand delivered a copy to him. He’d been around the barn a time or two and is no fool.” 
 “Yes, I got that strong impression about him,” David agreed. 
 “He’s the only source of any really useful information we’ve had,” Jack revealed. “He informs us the PD has no explanation of either event, your office or the courthouse. One detective with a small crew showed up this morning to tear your office apart. He had some wild idea you had an active defense system that attacked the detectives with laser beams, because you are a defense contractor and have access to all those secret government systems.” 
 “The fellow has no idea what a world of hurt he’d unleash if I did have secret government systems and he proceeded to rip them out of my walls without the appropriate clearances for him to possess them,” David said. “Besides, if I had a laser system to deny intruders access it would cut them into bloody chunks, not set their hair on fire.” 
 “I didn’t say he was a deep thinker. He just had this theory and saw he could apply the state’s law against man traps to it. He thought it was going to make his career. His warrant was very specific about what sort of systems he was looking for. After he poked a few holes in your walls and ripped the carpet up without finding anything he tried to get Joan to open your safe.” 
 “Oh joy, I’m sure she is just terrified of the police after being shoved to the floor and rushed to accommodate him before she was assaulted again.” 
 “You know Joan. Fortunately for him, she only pointed out the limits of his warrant, that no man trap could operate from within a sealed safe, that it was stretching things far beyond the judge’s license to assume even the plans for such a non-existent system might be in there, and that if he really thought such a system was in place to defend your office, what did he imagine would be activated by breaking into your safe? It appears he does indeed have an extravagant imagination, because he stared at the safe a moment contemplating the possibilities, then they cleared out pretty fast.” 
 “Patching the holes in the walls and tacking the carpet back down of course… ” 
 “Oh yeah, sure.” Jack slid a plate of French toast in front of David with a separate plate of sausage, a big block of butter and warm syrup. 
 “The old police Sergeant was livid when Joan talked to him and said after all this trouble New Jersey has informed them they no longer wish to take custody of you, that their arrangements to transport you are rescinded, that the charges have not been withdrawn, but their DA never does so because he has never made a mistake in his life. They told the Atlanta PD that the standard way to handle that is to assign the case to the newest lowest ranking Lawyer in the DA’s office and assign him a single day to prepare the case without any other budget allowances. The new kids are expected to lose a few when the team needs it and it doesn’t really hurt their record later.” 
 “But I can still expect an arrest and a big hassle if I darken their door again,” David said. “Did he ever say with what I was charged?” 
 “Arson,” Jack replied, starting a new batch of toast and some eggs in the sausage skillet. 
 “Doesn’t make any sense,” David said around sausage. “There was no profit motive possible.” 
 “It was a set-up obviously,” Jack said. “Were you a naughty boy in New Jersey too?” 
 “New York,” Davis corrected. “I think the folks I offended don’t have neat borders like states. So New Jersey must be within their influence too. I think they just use the courts and cops. The one lady DA I spoke to described her real employers as being familial rather than political.” 
 “Oh*Dear*God… ” Jack intoned and rolled his eyes. 
 “No, nothing divine and I don’t think the Mafia exactly either. It will take a lot of explaining to tell you exactly what I seem to be dealing with. Be right back,” David said and went to the bedroom and got the yellow envelope. 
 Jack looked concerned when David ripped it all open, got the little bag out and swallowed a pinch of the dried plant. 
 “Don’t get your panties in a twist,” David told him. “This doesn’t get you high or make you hallucinate or anything like that. In fact it apparently doesn’t do much of anything for a lot of people. The fellow who my father sent me to in Djibouti has sensitivity to it and my father did to a lesser degree, but I met the man’s nephew and he had almost no reaction to it despite prolonged exposure and instruction. 
 “What sort of drug requires instruction?” Jack asked reasonably. 
 David continued eating and thought on the question. It wasn’t an easy thing to explain. 
 “If I gave you a drug that suddenly gave you super hearing and vastly improved you musical ability, you wouldn’t suddenly be the world’s greatest composer or performer. You’d still have to learn and practice and apply the improved talent to get the benefit. 
 “Or if a drug made you much smarter than you were previously and I gave it to you when you were still in elementary school, you wouldn’t suddenly have all knowledge and wisdom in your head. You’d still have to finish school and maybe go on to college. You’d just do better at it and probably much faster, but it wouldn’t be a miraculous transformation.” 
 “The second example is more or less what I thought this thing did,” Jack told him. “If it isn’t that then what does it do?” 
 “I see different colors around people’s faces. It’s like a baby learning what smiles and frowns mean. I’m still working at learning it. It has the advantage that people can’t consciously control it like they can learn to present a false face or at least a poker face. There’s no muscle to control to keep this from showing your true emotions.” 
 “Sounds like New Age crap,” Jack said, “crystals and pyramid power. But if you really could get any good at doing that you could judge people better than an expert polygraph operator.” 
 “Indeed, I can recognize fear, anger, and genuine attraction somewhat already.” David said. 
 “I could have used that,” Jack said. “It took me three years to figure out my first wife was attracted to my trust fund, not me.” 
 “Indeed, I couldn’t be fooled in that regard now,” David realized. “That’s one small benefit. I also see different physical processes that my instructor saw but didn’t understand. I sense electric devices, magnetic lines and heat. He had no formal education. He had no knowledge of optics, electricity, or thermodynamics. He saw thinks happening in these false colors, but had no knowledge base to interpret them. He used these visions and limited control of what he saw from rote instruction, but within limits. He is a kind and thoughtful soul, but knew of others who misused these techniques. I believe that’s the sort of people I’m finding here, now that I’m back home. 
 “A catfish senses electric fields, an eel creates them, and a pigeon has a magnetic compass in its head.” Jack pointed out. “I can believe this a lot easier than crystal power or astrology.” 
 “I don’t think everyone will be as easy to persuade,” David predicted. “It will sound too much like mumbo-jumbo and hoo-doo to a lot of people. There are all kinds of crazy belief systems out there and it just confuses the issue that some of them may have had a point here or there based on some reality. You know how people are, they take one valid factoid and then run with it beyond all reasonable application.” 
 “Yep, iridology, phrenology, those sort of things, all arise from the human mind grasping at an isolated datum and trying to see broader patterns and assign causes even if no valid pattern exists. If you sit somebody staring at a blank white wall long enough he’ll eventually hallucinate some patterns,” Jack predicted. 
 “Of course, we see that with satellite images all the time,” David agreed. 
 Jack gave David a plate of French toast with an egg over easy on each slice and took a plate for himself. “Don’t worry, I can make more, but I need to be fueled myself.” 
 “Maybe one more round,” David said. “It takes a lot out of me to use this still, but my belly will only hold so much.” 
 “So, if you’ve recovered sufficiently, entertain me with a demonstration,” Jack requested. 
 “You mean show you it wasn’t a trick video,” David said. 
 “You don’t own a Hollywood level studio and even they couldn’t assemble that video in the space of a few minutes from when the cops arrived. With the programs you can buy for a couple hundred bucks now, I have no doubt my nephew could do it on his home computer, but he’d still need full 3D source files for all the characters and days of processing time and manual composition.” 
 “Here’s an example, >CATCH<,” David said sharply. As soon as Jack looked up he tossed the salt shaker at him with a high lobbed trajectory without touching it. Jack snatched it out of the air. 
 “OK, you are booked in Vegas,” Jack said, and then Brandon when the act gets old.” 
 “Oh, I can milk it for years,” David assured him. He did the trick with the coffee mug freezing a little in the bottom and rapping it on the table to yield a little brown crescent of ice. 
 Jack looked thoughtful while seeing to his own food. “Can you cool an area around you?” he asked after a bit. “Could you take a walk in the desert and keep things at a comfortable level around you?” 
 “I could, but I’m not sure for how long. I’ve never tried to do anything like that for hours. I’d have to think about it and visualize it. I would probably cycle back and forth, cooling it again when it started to feel hot and stopping when it felt cool enough.” 
 “That’s what my air conditioner does too. I didn’t think you’d have a mental thermostat,” Jack said, “but you could watch a thermometer instead of waiting to feel hot.” 
 “That’s exactly the sort of research I need to do,” David agreed. “I have to assemble every sensor I know how to use and see what they show when I do these things. But I could not go to sleep and keep myself warm or cool. As soon as I stopped thinking about it, then it would stop.” 
 “Yeah, you’re not going to put Carrier out of business,” Jack agreed. “The old cop also said the judge was inarticulate after the courthouse fiasco. He said the old boy appeared to have dementia, but it appeared all at once. The doctors said that a stressful event just doesn’t do that, that’s not how it works. You have any thoughts on that?” 
 “Yeah, but I was hoping not to talk about that for awhile,” David said. “Compared to all this other stuff, that side of it isn’t very easy to believe at all.” 
 “Oh, joyyy… ” Jack said. 
 * * * 
 “Lieutenant Morris, I’m John Hathaway,” the man in the black uniform said. “I am a Commander and lawyer in the legal arm of the Space Command. This is James Moore, who is a senior supervisor for the General Accounting Office of the Federal government and Fredrick Johnson, who is here to observe that our actions are proper and effective. Since he won’t interact directly with you, his agency affiliation will be of no concern to you. They took his two chairs without invitation and Johnson stood behind them. He didn’t feel like he was on home territory in his own office. 
 “We have a report from a Mrs. Joan Sweeny that you visited a facility that is a Federal security zone and damaged the facility searching for what you plainly declared you thought to be ‘secret security systems’ that were in violation of state law. Is that correct?” 
 “Basically, yes, but there were extenuating circumstances. A unit of our detectives had already visited the facility to arrest the owner of the company on an extradition warrant to New Jersey. They met with resistance to the arrest and were actually injured. I believe government systems may have actually been misused to that purpose, so you should have an interest. Anyway, I thought the FBI handled security clearance issues?” 
 “Not under certain special circumstances,” Hathaway said, glancing at Johnson. “In any event, you did not notify us of such a problem. Indeed, if such systems existed and you seized them you would have knowingly committed a felony by their possession.” 
 “I’d have to consult with legal on that,” Morris admitted. 
 “It would be the course of wisdom to consult with your legal advisors before this sort of action,” Hathaway suggested. Morris didn’t have any reply to that. 
 “We reviewed the video of the initial contact and attempted arrest of David Carpenter, supplied to your department by Mrs. Sweeny and saw zero evidence Mr. Carpenter came in contact with your officers or indeed, even made any threatening gestures towards them. Upon what basis do you claim an assault of your officers by secret systems or David Carpenter?” 
 “What else set the man’s hair on fire? You think a veteran officer threw his weapon through the window?” Morris demanded. 
 “I see. The officers are faultless, therefore, by elimination the other person present must be the agency of their harm. However, you forgot Mrs. Sweeny. She was not only present, but if the video is to be believed your people physically assaulted her and shoved her to the floor. Certainly she had more motive to act against them than he, yet you didn’t charge her with anything or arrest her.” 
 “But, she wasn’t the perp… ” Morris started and then clammed up. 
 “Indeed. Perhaps on reflecting upon the matter now that you are not in mindless hot pursuit mode, you can see a certain bias in your thinking. As to what caused those events, it is not within our duty or assignment to help you formulate theories to support your investigation.” 
 Morris looked at them in horror, because he knew with a sudden deep dread that they did know exactly what injured their officers and weren’t about to share it. 
 “Ah, I saw the flash of enlightenment,” Hathaway said, with a smile. “Not to beat the issue to death, but for the sake of clarity, we do have jurisdiction over you in Federal security zones. Because we saw a lack of restraint and communication, we have instructed Aerosense security not to admit the local police or fire department to the facility until they have a Federal escort. We’re making a request for better armed military gate officers to be assigned to their facility based on demonstrated need and expect that to be approved shortly. 
 “Mrs. Sweeny has declined the offer of legal representation for her assault. She’s a far kinder and more pragmatic person than I, but I wouldn’t take that for any license to harass her. She has my card and I’d take it most badly if she needs to call me and report an unfounded interest in her by your department.  
 Mr. Carpenter, we are told, is recuperating from the whole ordeal and we intend to visit him next. If you still insist he is somehow complicit in any criminal acts we strongly suggest you consult Federal authorities before filing charges or serving warrants of any jurisdiction. Mr. Carpenter and his company are critical assets of national security in Federal jurisdiction, not to be tampered with lightly. Do I make myself clear?” 
 “Completely,” Morris said, aware he was outgunned. 
 “Good day to you then,” Hathaway said, and left, the others trailing him. 
 * * * 
 Jack and David were having coffee at his kitchen table, all talked out for awhile. 
 “Do you have some colored pencils or markers?” David asked. 
 “Yes, but they are kids pencils with basic colors, not fancy art pencils with a dozen graduated shades of each color,” Jack said. 
 “That’s fine. Also some art board of white faced cardboard from which I can cut a circle.”  
 Jack thought about it a moment and took the cap off a large jug filled with paper wrapped candies, popped the liner out with a kitchen knife and tossed it in front of David. “Will that do?” 
 “That’s perfect,” David agreed. 
 Jack dug around in a drawer under his toaster and coffee maker and found the pencils. 
 David set to work making a copy of his sign from Mrs. Ayers, He missed it and didn’t see why he couldn’t have two. Jack watched him with interest. It wasn’t a bad copy for freehand. When he was done he held it and said Mrs. Ayers words over it. It showed vivid action right away.  
 “Does it look any different to you now?” David asked. 
 “Since when?” Jack asked, looking at him funny and smiled a little. 
 “Since I spoke to it,” David said, dead serious. 
 “Not a bit, was it supposed to?” 
 “It will to some people. I met a shop keeper in Pennsylvania who wouldn’t want to touch it now.” 
 Jack picked it up, flipped it over, back, and returned it to the table, unimpressed. “I can’t see how speaking to it could have any influence on reality.” 
 “That’s bothering me too,” David admitted, “and yet I’ve seen it work. It occurs to me that reciting a formula phrase feels very similar to something else I do.” 
 “Oh really?” Jack asked, skeptical. 
 “Indeed, it feels very much like when I enter a password, or enter command line in an operating system. To someone who doesn’t have a very deep understanding entering $ sudo dpkg -i app_openoffice.deb to install software must seem like an incantation.” 
 “What is listening for your command and how does it access your location?” Jack asked. “What does it do after you have said it?” 
 “It’s a protection,” David explained. “How it works I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out. It actually buzzed in my pocket to distract me and make me bend over. I didn’t imagine that. Maybe there is something that projects to the other side that makes those who take the weed or carry a symbol like this easy to find. 
 “If you were from 1950 would you believe my phone could watch for signals from satellites whizzing by overhead and tell you where you the exact time and where you are anywhere in the world? Could such a person understand how I could see movies and news on my phone without a cable? On top of everything else WiFi and cellular would seem like magic too. Just like our tech there may be layers and layers of things working all together to make it work, any one of which will be hard for us to figure out.” 
 “Sometimes things this are a protection because they are a reminder,” Jack said. “You see a risky situation and remember you have this amulet. It’s like a string tied around your finger to be careful instead of just bulling your way ahead.” 
 “That effect may be there too, but it’s more. You may think I just imagined it buzzed, but the timing was far too precise for coincidence. I got lesser feelings other times to avoid certain places you could attribute to the reminder factor but not a buzz.  
 “If I can propagate the plant I’ll offer you some. If you want to try it I’d be interested if it works with your blood line. I’m pretty sure it would work with Mrs. Ayers who taught me this design.” 
 “I’ll think on that after you’ve taken it a while longer. It may have an unfortunate delayed action. Your ears might fall off suddenly or something down the road,” Jack warned. 
 The doorbell rang. 
 “I’m not expecting anyone, are you?” Jack asked. 
 “No, I’d have told you.” 
 “Do you want to go out the back or hide in the other room while I see who it is?” 
 “If it’s the police they’ll be watching the back and they will search if they have a warrant. If it’s any of the sort who gave me trouble in New York I want to be right behind you at the door. They’re lethally bad news. I won’t hesitate to protect you from them.” 
 “Right, well the feeling is mutual,” Jack said. He got in another drawer and shoved a huge black revolver in the back of his jeans. 
 The door bell rang again, longer, insistently. 
 “Coming!” Jack yelled down the hall. He sounded angry which wasn’t a good start. Jack opened the front door wide but stepped forward and blocked the way. 
 It was Hathaway, Moore and Johnson in a semicircle on the wide porch.  
 “Mr. Delocca, Mr. Carpenter,” Hathaway said with a friendly nod. May we come in and speak with Mr. Carpenter, please?” 
 “Possibly, may we see a warrant, please?” 
 “We have no warrant because we have no intention of arresting anyone. Indeed, we were just speaking with the local PD about the inadvisability of them doing that again.” 
 “Lovely, some names and some ID then, before you cross my threshold,” Jack said. 
 “The one on the left is a wizard,” David warned Jack. 
 “That… is a derogatory term,” the man objected. 
 “It’s the only one I know,” David said, “and Jack will understand what I mean by it. In English magician has too much baggage from stage magicians to mean what I want clearly.” 
 “The uniform should be enough, but I do have ID,” Hathaway said and reached behind him. 
 Jack reached behind too, but so fast it made David jump. He had no idea the old man could move like that. Hathaway’s hand was still behind him but Jack’s revolver was pointed at his nose from a hand’s breadth’s away, hammer back, and rock steady. Everybody froze. 
 “Move much slower than that,” Jack said softly. “People want to hurt my friend here. I’m very nervous and this has a four ounce trigger.” Jack’s finger was inside the guard and nobody said anything snarky about his trigger discipline. 
 Hathaway moved his ID case well to the side, slowly, before bringing it around to the front. 
 “I’m not looking down to read it,” Jack informed him. “Hold it high and let David, Mr. Carpenter that is, read it.” 
 “Hathaway, John. Rank of Commander and that matches his insignia. Four nines probability the others are legit too,” David said. “I’d like to talk to them, but if you don’t want them in your house we can pow-wow out in their car.” 
 Johnson twitched a little at pow-wow, but that was all. 
 Jack dropped the hammer on the pistol and slid it back in his jeans one handed. 
 “I remember vaguely reading something cautionary about inviting things with powers across your step,” Jack said. “Do I want him inside?” 
 “I’m pretty sure a lot of that is superstition,” David said. “Make it conditional. It doesn’t matter while I’m here, because I can kill him so fast he won’t even know he died,” David said. 
 Hathaway looked over at Johnson. “Do you want to go in after such a threat?” 
 “It wasn’t a threat,” Johnson admitted, “just fact, to reassure his host, because he absolutely believes in his ability to do that. Fortunately, he doesn’t want to kill me and I won’t test his belief. He may be right for all I know.  
 “May I visit your home this once, and never again without your invitation, for the sole purpose of speaking to David Carpenter?” Johnson asked Jack very formally. 
 “Yeah, come on in and we’ll talk a bit. I’ll make some more coffee or whatever you drink.” 
 “A question for you if you would answer it, Mr. Delocca,” Hathaway asked. “Are you an augmented person? I have never seen a person so fast except treated pilots.” 
 “Yeah, I’ve got the viral nerve edits, gift of the military. I flew low-attack fan platforms.” 
 David never knew that. 
 Hathaway introduced the others, by name only. 
 Jack got out smaller cups so one pot would serve five. 
 Johnson looked uncomfortable and it took David a bit to figure out why. He flipped the disk he’d just made over and Johnson looked relieved. 
 “We have reason to conduct an early requalification of your security clearance due to your recent trip and special circumstances,” Hathaway said.  
 “Isn’t it rather irregular to do so away from your facilities and without a full polygraph?” Jack asked. “Even I had the experience of yearly audits for the stuff I flew.” 
 “Nothing we do is regular,” Hathaway said. “We do what works and worry about results.” 
 “Jack, Johnson is their polygraph,” David explained. 
 “Oh, that makes better sense,” Jack allowed. 
 “Go ahead then,” David said, “I have nothing to hide.” 
 Hathaway looked at Jack meaningfully. 
 “He knows the whole thing,” David said. “You already said it doesn’t have to be regular.” 
 “My house, my rules,” Jack said, “whatever David wants in this case.” 
 “I’m tempted to accept your statement of not having anything to hide,” Hathaway said, “but one can be in error about what is thought innocent. I feel obligated to ask a few specific questions.” 
 David nodded acceptance. 
 “In your trip to Djibouti, did you meet anyone who was an agent of their government?” 
 “I never met any government agent in Djibouti or elsewhere except customs agents at the borders. 
 “Did you meet anyone of a different government?” 
 “No, I was in Ethiopia, but again, we just saw the border guards.” 
 “Your passport was not stamped for Ethiopia,” 
 “I was dressed as a local menial laborer on a work truck. They just waved us through.” 
 “What was the purpose of your trip?” 
 “My father died recently. In his will he charged me with travelling to his homeland and taking a walking pilgrimage with a local Sahar. He found his own experience there the basis of much of his success and would only entrust me with the bulk of his estate if I did this.” 
 “The estate was significant enough to warrant such an extraordinary effort?” Hathaway asked. 
 “Yes,” David answered and volunteered nothing more. 
 “Do you know what a Sahar is?” Hathaway asked Johnson. 
 “No idea, but obviously another local talent. It seems like there are endless traditions.” 
 “Did you meet any religious extremists?” Hathaway said, getting back to David. 
 “I didn’t inquire about the religion of anyone I met, nor can I recall anyone volunteering it. Most of the people I met seemed to follow Muslim customs in how they sequestered their women and their dietary rules, but I suspect most of them would be viewed as non-practicing. The man that instructed me and his nephew never went to prayers or prayed at home while I was there.” 
 “Did you meet with anyone antagonistic to the United States or its policies?” 
 David screwed up his face in thought.  
 “Not someone, but something, that is a danger to the United States. In fact I’d consider it a serious hazard to all of humanity, irrespective of their nationality or government.” 
 “Why haven’t you reported such a thing?” Moore said, speaking for the first time. 
 “Well, mostly because I’ve been busy trying to keep them from killing me,” David said. “Also some of them seem to have subverted government officials, so it becomes difficult to decide who to trust to take such a report and who is with the enemy. 
 “An attempt was made on my life in New York and another when I was arrested here. I was told these people with ‘talent’, as Johnson puts it, owned the local police.” 
 “Is that the incident in which the entire corner of a public structure was vaporized and presumably the gunman who shot an assistant DA along with it? And yet you say you have nothing to hide?” Hathaway asked. 
 “The damn fool shot at me and missed. I’m supposed to apologize for not giving him a second chance to finish me off?” David asked. 
 It was Johnson who answered. “No, despite the accusing tone, we are at risk from the same… forces. But I am frankly at a loss given our experience with them to understand why you are alive. Are you sure the Assistant DA was not the intended target?” 
 “Are you really that stupid? She was one of them,” David said, irritated. 
 That obviously jolted Johnson, enough he didn’t take offense at the cutting remark. 
 “Again, not trying to seem adversarial, but how could you possibly escape? We’ve found even highly trained professional law enforcement… of talent, find them dangerous.” 
 “I had one of these in my shirt pocket, actually one that had more power and it made me duck,” David said, flipping his recently drawn sign back over. Johnson squinted at it like it was too bright to look at and regarded it like a coiled snake. 
 “Why are you shy of this? It’s defensive, not a weapon. It’s a good thing.” 
 “Good for you,” Johnson said, “It’s obviously linked to you. I’d give anything to control such an artifact of power, but to me it’s just the uncertainty of more raw power sitting there than I want to contemplate. May I ask who made it for you?” 
 “He made it sitting at the table a few minutes before you arrived,” Jack sneered at them. 
 Johnson looked at David oddly and David didn’t understand right away, he hadn’t got the skill of reading faces very well yet. Then it clicked, Johnson was afraid of him. No, terrified to his core. 
 “I do not want you afraid of me,” David said. “That is an undesirable, unstable situation. I have enough enemies and would rather have allies.” 
 Hathaway looked a question hard at Johnson.  
 “He can’t lie to me, but I can’t lie to him either,” Johnson admitted. 
 “Johnson, my part in this interview is done,” Hathaway decided. “It’s yours to conclude.”  
 “As far as finding allies, unfortunately I don’t have authority to recruit. That’s rather far above me, or I’d seek that,” Johnson said. 
 “I’m still learning the fine nuances of face reading,” David said. “Anyway, I haven’t asked to join whatever your organization is called.” 
 “Honestly, I can’t even tell you that,” Johnson said. He at least seemed to regret that. 
 “Keep your little secret,” David said, irritated. So far he hadn’t seen anything to convince him there was any benefit to Johnson’s organization. They seemed a little full of themselves to him. How different than the simple friendliness of Mrs. Ayers. He’d rather emulate her helpfulness. 
 “If you want a token of my good will I’ll give you this for your personal protection,” David said, tapping the sign sitting on the table. 
 “I have nothing to trade for such a treasure,” Johnson said. 
 “I am not needy. I can afford such a gift. I can make a dozen more today if I wish.” 
 Johnson looked at Hathaway but saw no censure. “In that case I’ll take your gift, if it does not diminish you.” 
 Take my hand and grasp the disk,” David said, following the form Mrs. Ayers used. 
 He repeated the German phrase, she’d gifted him with memory to retain. When he finished the disk glowed even brighter.  
 “Did you record that?” David asked Johnson. 
 “No, these interviews have material much too sensitive to risk recording and I don’t speak the language to remember it. It sounded rather like German. Was it?” Johnson asked. 
 “It was, a variation of it anyway. If you want, sometime in the future, I could gift you with the ability to remember such things perfectly. I’m not that sure of you yet. Continue to make me think we are on the same side, or at least not enemies, and I’ll do more for you.” 
 Johnson examined the disk. It didn’t put him off now. 
 “But this is still linked to you,” he objected. “I said I couldn’t recruit.” 
 “You haven’t,” David assured him. “You have no hold on me through the object. However, I am not constrained by anyone above me from recruiting you.” 
 When Johnson looked at the disk, conflicted, David offered. “I can destroy it if you’d rather.” 
 “No I still want it. It’s complex however. What if there arises a judgment call who it must favor to protect?” Johnson asked. 
 “I have no idea. I doubt it has that sort of intelligence or volition. Why don’t you simply avoid putting it in conflict to find out?” 
 Johnson just nodded, then finally remembered to say thank you. 



 Chapter 22 
 “Well, that was educational,” Jack said after they left. 
 “Yes, the government is aware of the problem, has an agency to try to deal with it, and they aren’t terribly impressive in either their intelligence gathering or power,” David summarized, unhappy. 
 “Well, look at the bright side of it,” Jack encouraged him. 
 David just lifted an eyebrow to encourage the punch line. 
 “They didn’t charge you with practicing magic without a license.” 
 David wanted to correct him, because the entire focus of his thought on the matter was that there were no mystical secrets beyond knowing, but just a different set of rules that no one had studied and observed with scientific rigor. Instead he just smiled. To challenge every casual statement made in humor, would kill a friendship as thoroughly as repeatedly correcting someone’s grammar.  
 “It’s inevitable they will get around to that, isn’t it? Do you have any more cardboard so I can make more of the disks?” 
 “No, but if you can use a graphics tablet I can print out as many as you like,” Jack offered. 
 David blinked in surprise. “Yeah, my first one was mass produced. That should work fine.” 
 * * * 
 “I’m going in to work,” David informed Jack the next morning. “If that goes smoothly I’ll try going to my own apartment tonight. I do appreciate your help and owe you big time. Anything I can do for you don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 “Do you do love potions yet? I thought that was a basic skill?” 
 “How about, if I just make you filthy rich?” David asked. “You can do seminars at hotels and we’ll make you a web site with you leaning on a Rolls or a Ferrari in front of a mansion. My understanding is that’s an irresistible aphrodisiac.” David stopped joking. His face changed and he stared at Jack hard. 
 “Oh dear. You’re thinking again,” Jack worried. “Even I can tell, with no special powers.” 
 “Exactly.” David said. “Some things don’t require the power to reside in
you.” 
 “What the heck does that mean?” 
 “I saw that these work just fine on a barn or a fruit stand. I didn’t think that through. May I make a set for your house and one for you to carry?” David asked. 
 “It won’t make it a target for the bad guys?” Jack worried. 
 No, I’d have worried about that at one time, but now I see it’s fallacious thinking. It’s like saying a firewall attracts hackers,” David said, to draw a comparison. 
 “Then you better make them for Joan and for your apartment,” Jack suggested. 
 “Yeah, our vehicles too. If I’m going to do that many I really need to see if they can be addressed in a batch, lined up so I can see them all at once.” 
 Then David had a thought so strong his eyes dilated. 
 “And the hits just keep coming,” Jack, quipped. 
 Dave nodded agreement. “A lot of my products are put in very high risk environments. A single cosmic ray can do incredible damage to modern chips. A tiny flake of paint orbiting can damage a satellite or my package in it. I think I need to start using a new company logo,” he said, and smiled. 
 “Damn… can you copyright it?” Jack asked. 
 “Not if it is common like the traditional signs, but the lady who showed me this said it is based on expectations. If that’s so, I can make my own unique design. If it doesn’t work it should be visible to me right away that it’s dead.” 
 “Go for it, Buddy,” Jack encouraged him. “I have another printer cartridge if you run low.” 
 * * * 
 Johnson checked his gun and made sure his protective disk was facing out in his pocket. He had a reputation for shooting one handed against all training. The only reason it was tolerated was that he also had a reputation for being a freakishly accurate shot. What his local partners couldn’t see was the golden shield in his left hand. He tried to be subtle and sweep a circle close to his chest when it wouldn’t be obvious to the local lawmen. If they saw it they probably thought it a religious gesture. 
 The raid was against judge Ramaris’ law clerk. Officially he was suspected of influencing the judge and misusing his position to take advantage of the judge’s undiagnosed dementia. Financial improprieties were expected and he had a warrant to seize the man’s computers. It took a lot of convincing to get another judge to sign off on that. A visit to the nursing home cinched it. The judge walked out shaken, assuring Johnson he’d spoken with Ramaris just a week ago and found him lucid and articulate. 
 “Even if he was heavily couched, I can’t imagine that shell of a man being used as a mouthpiece,” Judge Cotton said. “He must have failed very fast.” Cotton was old enough that was frightening. 
 “Faster than you can imagine,” Johnson agreed. 
 “I’m hesitant to kick down the door to a judge’s offices,” the Federal Marshall said. “We have to work with the local authorities. If this goes bad and we can’t make anything stick we’ll be a stink. They already think we’re arrogant and hard to work with. Some drug dealer yeah, but a judge?” 
 “Let me hit it first,” Johnson agreed. “Then it’s on me. You come in behind me. I’ll go right just far enough to clear the door and you come in, but not past me, and cover the left.” 
 “Do you want my master key?” the cop asked. He had a twenty kilo concrete filled steel pipe with handles welded on in his trunk. 
 “I’m pretty good at this,” Johnson assured him. The shield was the key, but of course the mundane cop couldn’t see it. They were parked around the corner from the windows overlooking the small court parking lot. They took the stairs up so somebody didn’t see armored up armed men getting in the elevator and ruin the surprise with a cell phone call. 
 “Radios muted!” Johnson called over his shoulder before he opened the stairwell door to the floor. He didn’t feel the need to order silence. That was basic and not as easily forgotten as radios and phones. He stopped across the hall from the door and looked at his partner. The man nodded he was ready. Johnson made a show of lifting his chin and looking over him at the four follow-on officers. He didn’t look away until he had a confirmation from each that they were ready. 
 To the local partnering with him it looked like Johnson just smashed the door with his fist and not even by the latch. Since he expected him to hit it with his shoulder or draw back a leg and kick right beside the knob, it seemed a miracle when the door ripped off the hinges and flew inside the room to land flat on the floor. 
 The man sitting at a desk looked up, but what Johnson had tunnel vision for was the monster looking over his shoulder from a golden haloed hole in the air. Johnson aimed for the shelled horror and dropped his shield far enough to unmask the disk in his pocket. He was already squeezing the trigger when the opening closed, a fraction of a second before the bullet passed through the air where it had been, knocking a decorative globe off the table and hitting the wall. 
 The man had that squinty eyed look of somebody blinded, but he yanked his desk drawer open so hard it banged against the stops. He didn’t have to look over his shoulder to know his handler was gone. He felt it the instant the hole closed and he knew himself abandoned. He’d been deeply conditioned what to do for such an eventuality. He leaned over and reached in his desk drawer. 
 “Police! Hands up!” Johnson got out before the man stood straighter, pulling his hand out of the drawer. Johnson wasn’t going to wait until he saw what the man was grabbing. Ignoring his commands it couldn’t be anything good for him. He fired low and on center, saw the man jerk and his hand come up with something shiny. Two more shots were on center, each higher as he didn’t fight the muzzle climb. The gun he’d retrieved flew over the man’s shoulder and bounced off the wall. The weapon and he both fell out of sight behind the desk. 
 Johnson went to the right, leading with his gun and the local cop went left doing the same, but walking with a bit more of a waddle because he was holding his pistol properly in both hands. The clerk was sprawled loosely with eyes open, pistol beside him but he wasn’t in any shape to go after it. He had one hand on the hole in his chest, like he might hold it closed. His hand had an M on the back, but as Johnson watch it faded away. 
 “Stupid geek, you had him dead to rights and he just wouldn’t give up,” the local cop said. “It makes you wonder what they’re thinking.” 
 “Yep,” Johnson agreed and swirled his hand to disperse his shield while the cop was looking at the clerk and flipped the disk over in his pocket. Only then did he safe his pistol and put it in his holster. 
 * * * 
 Boss Alfred, successor to Vince had his computer crash. Even though it was on a UPS it did that and the lights flickered too, whenever he was wanted in the bug meeting room. The one time they got Vince to ask the bugs to summon them differently they just told him it was not a concern to them. 
 The room was weird. The other side of the wall should be outside and ten stories up, but if you looked from a nearby window or from the ground nothing was there. One day a bugged judge came by, waved his hands around over the blank wall and there was an opening where there should be solid wall. They’d installed the frame and door over the passage rather than guard it or explain it. Alfred went in the meeting room pulled the door shut behind him. He flipped the tile on top of the pedestal over. The bug, or one of them, appeared, pretty quickly this time. 
 “We have once more come near a great disaster by our association with you. We are withdrawing from any contact with your regional organization,” it said, and the hole and halo disappeared. This time however the tile disappeared too. 
 “Well crap,” Alfred said. He turned to leave but there was no longer a door. He didn’t worry about it very long because the room and everything in it ceased to exist. 
 * * * 
 David stopped by Joan’s house, something he’d never done before. 
 Joan was a little flustered and asked if he’d like coffee. He agreed but wouldn’t let her seat him in her living room. It looked like it was never used. He asked to come to the kitchen and watch while she made coffee. By the time it was loaded and started she was relaxed again. 
 When Joan was pouring their coffee David heard the garage door open and close. Joan’s husband and daughter came in together through the inside door from the garage. 
 David had met her husband Ted before at a company function and remembered briefly talking to him. He liked roses and favored paper books, other than that David was embarrassed that he couldn’t remember what sort of work the man did. 
 Joan’s daughter Linda, he’d never met before. He remembered she’d been away at school when her father had attended the company party. She looked him in the eye, offered her hand the same as a man would and embarrassed him because her face betrayed she found him attractive, even though her normal countenance didn’t waver. David wasn’t entirely sure he could say the same. He might not be dark enough to cover his blush he was so flustered. 
 “Ah, the entrepreneur, you’ve made life very difficult for me, did you know that?” she said. 
 “I can’t imagine how,” Davis said, “are we competitors somewhere?” He asked, mind racing. 
 “Only in impressing my father. He wants to know why I’m still slogging along in graduate school at the same age you are a multi-millionaire.” 
 He relaxed and smiled. “And yet, if you had a sudden inspiration and wanted to drop out of school and risk everything on it, I bet he’d try to dissuade you. My father certainly did.” 
 “He sets the bar so high he’d like me to do both,” Linda said. 
 “The first thing you need to do,” David suggested, “is invent a drug to eliminate the need to sleep, then you will have plenty of time to accomplish both tasks.” 
 “Beggars in Spain by Kress explored that,” Linda said. 
 “Yes, but we might hope for a happier ending,” David said. “Everyone seemed unhappy and in conflict in that story and then it went downhill from there. And the next two books seemed strained to keep it rolling and got darker,” David remembered. 
 “Oh my goodness, they’ve dropped into nerd mode and are talking science fiction,” Ted said. 
 “Why not? We’re living science fiction,” David said. “We sell to the moon colonies, not just the US one and we have a few devices orbiting Mars.” 
 “Are you going to go out there sometime?” Linda asked. 
 “It’s attractive, but I’m having lots of adventures still on Earth. In fact if it gets any more adventuresome I might consider going to Mars for the peace and quiet.” 
 She laughed at that and it wasn’t faked, it was heart-felt. 
 “So, what brings you to our humble abode?” Ted asked. 
 “I’ve recently spoken with some government agents, of the scary sort. One of them even indicated I wasn’t cleared high enough to know the name of his agency. We have identified some hostile actors and he’s trying to rout them out. But they have targeted me and tried to compromise local authorities on several levels and in multiple jurisdictions. 
 “We have a device that disrupts their systems and hinders their targeting technologies. I worry they may target those known to associate with me or work for me. The protection is incorporated in this new logo the company will be using. I’m carrying one on my person indefinitely and I’d like to give each of you one as well as four to put in the corners of your home.” 
 These were printed on a square, but the card was double sized and the second half was a cover that folded closed over the face. Joan was no fool and immediately saw the resemblance to the original disk she held for David, but said nothing. It too was a round stylized symmetrical design. 
 David held a stack of them out and Ted took them. 
 “Thank you for your concern,” Joan said. “Was the attack in your office part of this?” 
 “You didn’t say anything about an attack,” Ted objected. 
 “I don’t bring my work home. Anyway, it was directed at David not me.” 
 David silently thanked her for not revealing she’d been shoved to the floor. 
 “But how do they work?” Linda asked, taking one from her father and opening it. 
 “I’ve spent the last couple months being instructed in the principles. I’m just starting to get the basics. They aren’t something I developed. It doesn’t help that the lady who instructed me did so in German by preference. Past ordering in a restaurant my German gets very thin. When I understand it enough to explain it clearly I’ll get back to you.” 
 Linda rolled the disk around and frowned. “It reminds me of a chrysanthemum design like the Japanese use. When you turn it just right it gives a little sparkle like it has glitter in the paint.” 
 David’s heart skipped a beat at that. 
 “You’ve good eyes. Very few people see that. It’s a little leakage of what powers it. It could be any design, but we put them in the form of our new logo.” 
 “If it was just me,” Linda said, “I’d suspect you setting me up for an elaborate joke, but I know you wouldn’t do that to my mom.” 
 “I wouldn’t do that to anybody,” David said. “I’ve never been that sort of jokester. Indeed I was regarded as too serious in school. I always found those sort of jokes to be hurtful when I was the butt of them, so they never became a thing for me.” 
 “Boys are bad enough,” Linda said, “but you’ve no idea how bad it is when you have a gang of mean girls, so that’s another thing we have in common,” Linda said. 
 “Thank you for understanding,” David said, and excused himself before he made a fool of himself trying to find out what else Linda and he had in common. 
 * * * 
 Johnson went through the judge’s things, both in his chambers and later after they presented warrants at his home. Records showed there was a brief period of time a decade ago when the judge’s wife died that saw him have sudden unexplained deposits to his bank accounts. Then things quickly returned to normal and indeed, reversed. His expenditures reduced to much lower levels. He dropped his cable service and there weren’t any of the normal household expenditures you’d expect just for upkeep and maintenance. 
 There were several light bulbs failed in his home and never replaced. The towels and bed linens seemed ragged and in need of replacement. They had obviously been washed, but there was no detergent in the laundry room. The cupboard had a very simple variety of food like canned stew and there were several empty boxes on the kitchen floor of the sort grocery delivery services use. The countertop had one set of washed dishes on top with no towel or drainer, like they had been hand washed, but the dishwasher was empty and appeared unused. 
 When Johnson checked the medicine cabinet there was an empty prescription bottle for blood pressure medication with a date eight years old. There was a toothbrush in a glass by the sink but frayed and worn to shapelessness and no toothpaste to be seen. 
 On his desk was an outdated computer that refused to boot up when turned on. Like many areas of the house it had a layer of dust on the case and the keyboard and mouse pushed out of the way. There were several ordinary moleskin notebooks sitting to one side on the desk, but the writing in them used characters Johnson had never seen. They had a fishy disagreeable odor that gave Johnson a headache. 
 The judge had a wallet sitting on the desk with an expired driver’s license and a couple credit cards. Johnson would have them inquire, but he suspected they would show as unused for several years. There was a car in the garage as dead as the computer, with a plate and renewal tag eight years old. Johnson already knew the judge was picked up and taken to the court each day by a driver. 
 In the middle of the desk pad was a glass or ceramic tile with a swirl of false colors on it like a whirlpool. It made Johnson dizzy to look at it and he couldn’t force himself to touch it. It made him sick to his stomach to even reach for it and when he tried a little harder he was shocked to feel the disk David had given him buzz in his pocket like a rattlesnake. He did manage to push it off the desk into a plastic handle bag with a wooden spoon he got from the kitchen. 
 Johnson had the warrants in process to do the same thing at the clerk’s house and expected it to be similarly strange. In a day or two he’d have a better picture of the judge’s affairs when he had his tax records and bank statements. It all reminded him very much of cases he’d known where a person died and wasn’t discovered for years because they had substantial funds and everything was on auto payments. The bills got paid and as long as the house didn’t burn down or flood the neighbors and police had no reason to investigate. 
 Of course Judge Ramaris had been alive, or at least the shell of him was kept alive by something that seemed to understand the minimal actions needed to keep him functioning, but not the details of a normal human existence. He had been maintained more like some sort of lab animal in a cage than a normal person. His controllers saw no need of details like using detergent in the wash or didn’t care. Who took the delivery boxes away or the old food containers? Maybe the clerk saw to that and more difficult tasks like directing the car service to transport the judge. That would indicate he had either a better handler, or was more capable of communicating what was normal with his own handler. It was all very creepy, even discounting the tile. 
 * * * 
 Joan came in his office two days later and gave David the name of a Botanist at the University of Georgia, Shinya Obokata, who was willing to try to ID his succulent. She’d made no mention of his visit to her home since it happened. He thought even Joan might thaw a little and make nice-nice by saying it was nice having him stop or something. 
 He arranged to have a small portion of his sample couriered to the scientist and described where it was collected and the environment there. He also offered to cover any expense involved in his search. That seemed like the right thing to do. 
 Later in the day he got a call from the man asking if he’d mind funding to have the gene sequence for the plant run. David laughed and told him he wouldn’t care if he wanted to fly to Ethiopia and look for fresh samples. There was a brief silence and David realized he might have offended the man. 
 “I didn’t mean to be flippant, but it’s important to me. I’m not without resources. I entered Ethiopia from Djibouti and the political situation there was getting hostile to foreigners. So much so I was encouraged to come home early by my hosts. So actually doing what I suggested might not be feasible. I’ve been busy and not following the news to know if things have improved or gotten worse. 
 “Thank you for explaining. Your secretary was very precise and straight forward, not the sort of person from the public who calls and wants to know what the new invasive weed in their garden is, but who can’t describe it. If you aren’t cost sensitive I will have this sequenced. You can get it done cheaper, but a professional lab doing it with proper handling and documentation still runs about five hundred dollars.” 
 “I really wouldn’t care if it were five million,” David said. “If you want a retainer to work on this sort of problem for my company just tell Joan your account and routing numbers and she’ll wire you an advance. I very much appreciate you taking time to deal with it.” 
 There was a pause again before he replied. “I should have searched and found out what your company does before calling,” Obokata said. “I did not recognize the name as associated with the biological sciences. Your company name would suggest it is involved with aerospace, is that correct?” 
 “Yes, but not vehicles. That’s the first thing that comes to mind for most people. We are in sensors and processing. Our products ride along on the vehicles. It’s a privately held company, so you won’t find a stock price or prospectus. I’m the founder and owner,” David added. 
 “Thank you. I’ll call your secretary if expenditures become significant enough to bother making her do a transfer. If it is a new organism do you have a preference for naming it?” 
 “In the local culture it has a reputation for enhancing vision, so that could be referenced, that it is a succulent also perhaps? You know the forms for customary nomenclature better than I do. Your name would be appropriate. I didn’t really discover it. The plant is known locally, but I just hoped to bring it to the attention of Western science if it was not classified before.” 
 “That’s most generous,” Obokata said. “I’ll have some information in perhaps a week.” 
 “Here’s my email,” David said, rattling it off. “Feel free to use that anytime. You don’t have to worry if I’m at work or if it is after hours. If you’re like me you don’t follow regular hours.” 
 Obokata thanked him and hung up. David wondered what he looked like and looked up his profile at the university. He was older than David, but it seemed like he mostly dealt with older people. 
 * * * 
 David was frustrated. His company had a fairly extensive array of test equipment. He’d used it in privacy to measure the fields he could generate using his new talents, but he was no closer to finding a link between what he could create and any normal physical explanation for them. Yes, he could produce an electric field or induce a current in a conductor, which totally freaked out his electrical engineer, Burt Williams, who was helping him. He’d gotten the man’s word these experiments were confidential company data covered by his nondisclosure agreement. He’d had a smug little smile when David reminded him of that and got his affirmative reply that he remembered that quite well and it would apply. The smile disappeared when David could produce a current in a copper ring unattached to anything, but humor progressed to disbelief and then frustration when they could not find any link to a source. 
 David was just irritated when Burt threw up his hands and said maybe it was magic. 
 “Magic is just a cop-out and excuse to avoid saying we don’t understand it. If I showed a Roman an electric light bulb he’d declare it magic. For that matter, if I showed an engineer like you an LED bulb back in 1960 he wouldn’t have any more idea what made it work than the Roman. 
 “I’m sure we’ll uncover irrefutable physical evidence if we keep looking. The energy isn’t coming from my brain. That level of energy would consume all the glucose in my blood stream and burn my brain out in short order. It’s just a control or trigger, but I just can’t see yet where it is coming from.”  
 “Neither can I David, but how would your Roman start to discover how a light bulb worked? He has no idea what sort of instrument would show him the process. A certain caution is also appropriate, because your Roman might discover how to unscrew the bulb and stick his fingers in the socket unaware what that would do. Maybe it is beyond our current understanding and technology to investigate. I thought you were full of crap and had gotten scammed by some nut, until I saw the meter register significant current. I knew you hadn’t rigged my own equipment to fake that, but I understand other people would assume it was a humbug. I’m frankly out of my depth here.” 
 “Not to imply any disrespect to you, because I do appreciate your competence, but is there anyone you can think of who might help us?” David asked. 
 Burt suggested one of his instructors at the same University of Georgia where Obokata taught. 
 David mentioned Dr. Obokata at the university was already working for him. “If you want to contact him and ask help, please do so, but he needs to take a payment so he has a fiduciary obligation and agrees to confidentiality,” David said. 
 “I’ll see what I can do,” Burt promised. “May I mention Obokata to Dr. Wood?” 
 “Yes, but be aware he’s just investigating a botanical specimen for me, nothing directly having to do with what we have been looking for,” David told him. 
 Dr. Wood didn’t seem enthused when contacted. He more or less brushed Burt off, but out of curiosity he called Dr. Obokata, trying to imagine how Carpenter had an interest in such diverse disciplines. 
 “The man is one of those maverick entrepreneurs,” Obokata said. “I researched him and the man never graduated, though he was pursuing multiple degrees. He quit and founded his own company and has done very well at it. It’s unusual for someone to succeed at a technical level and retain control of the business aspects of it too. Usually that sort end up bargaining their rights away. I suspect if I ever meet the man I’ll find that he is one of those rare polymaths. He certainly has the resources to investigate and dabble in anything that strikes his fancy.” 
 “Thank you,” Wood said, and reconsidered his rejection. On second thought, he spent enough of his time writing endless grant proposals and begging for funding that a wealthy and eccentric patron might be worth cultivating. 
 * * * 
 Obokata had good news. Several of the hardened segments David broken off the weed rooted when soaked on a filter paper dampened with a nutrient solution. The plant looked very similar to a number of other succulents, but definitely had its own unique genetic code. 
 David made the fellow happy by saying identifying the plant was way beyond him and the botanist was welcome to name it Obokatanius Visio as suggested. He had no idea what that little bit of immortality meant to the man. What David was more keenly interested in was propagating the plant. Even knowing its normal habitat that was going to take months, before David could be sure he had a sure supply. 
 Unknown to David, Dr. Obokata would eventually fail in his attempts to interest drug companies in this plant for its rumored benefits to vision in folklore. All their attempts to see any benefit in rats with induced vision problems were fruitless. They had no idea of the other sort of vision it helped. 



 Chapter 23 
 Of all the people David expected to visit him at work, Linda Sweeny wasn’t even on his mental list. 
 When Joan showed her in David saw her mother was as surprised as he was, but displayed her usual unflappable disposition and closed the door behind her without questioning either of them. 
 “Just what in the hell is this thing?” Linda demanded and slapped his logo card on his desk. 
 “You are in such an emotional state, if I tried to answer you wouldn’t even listen,” David said. 
 “Damn right I am. I have good reason to be upset,” Linda said. 
 “Then perhaps you should explain what happened to get you so righteously indignant I can try to make a sensible reply. I’m no mind reader. What was your experience?” 
 “I went with a couple friends to New Orleans, to the street festival. First of all we had lunch and were walking to a music event. I was in the middle as we were walking down the sidewalk. Everybody was going the same direction, so we weren’t blocking the way to walk side by side. There was a man ahead playing a horn and when he got close he was moving around to the music and pivoted to face us. He cut right off blowing and actually gasped.” 
 Linda looked at him like he might have a reply at the ready. 
 “I can’t blame him. You are breathtaking, but I try not to be so vulgar as to show it.” 
 “Flatterer. He stepped in front of us, which was kind of alarming. I mean it was broad daylight and plenty of people around, but you still hear of the occasional weirdo who doesn’t really care about those sorts of things. 
 David just nodded, acknowledging that was so. 
 “He got down on one knee with his horn in his hand propped across it like he was going to freaking propose to me and said, “Mistress, bless me please.” He had a hat on the ground for tips, so I figured that’s what he wanted, but when I got a twenty out he shook his head and said he didn’t want my money, just my blessing because I had the light about me.” 
 “Well I didn’t know what to do. My friend Marlene urged me to go ahead and bless him already.” 
 “Well, I was in a mood and still feeling the wine from lunch a little, so I asked him what he wanted. Did he wish riches? He had the hat there after all. He said riches wouldn’t stick to him, because he’d had them before and lost them, but if I would grant him health he would be pleased with that and anything else of which I thought him worthy. I said, ‘May you have health and happiness and your music be sweet’, then I tapped him on the shoulder. 
 That’s all he wanted. He thanked me and went back to his hat and resumed playing.” 
 “Interesting, I’ve never had a similar experience,” David admitted. He wondered if what she did actually had any benefit due to the influence of the logo. 
 Linda looked at him sharply. 
 “I can’t see why this was so upsetting. Your boon was cheap and easy, he wouldn’t even take your money and you made the poor fellow happy,” David pointed out. 
 “Because I wasn’t planning on being the freaking priestess of street musicians?” Linda asked. “Marlene suggested I put my own hat out and offer fifty buck blessings.” 
 “Ummm, did you by any chance fold the cover back on your logo and expose it? David asked. 
 “You do know!” Linda accused. 
 “One guessed.” 
 “The next experience wasn’t so benign. After the music we tried to get in line for a restaurant. As we got closer to the Maître d’ somebody came and talked to him. He come down the line past several other groups waiting and told us the owner said we were not to be seated and to ask us to leave. Just like the musician he came straight to me and ignored my girlfriends.” 
 David found it of interest she was with girlfriends. 
 “Prejudice is such an ugly thing. I’m sorry for your experience,” David said. “I haven’t travelled around enough to realize these devices would upset so many strangers. I didn’t expect it to be such a common problem.” 
 “It was in my purse, unseen,” Linda objected. “How could it upset anyone? How could they even know it was there? What haven’t you told me and why didn’t you warn me?” 
 “Because you wouldn’t believe and if you didn’t believe you wouldn’t carry it. It does confer some protection. If the man didn’t want you in his business I strongly suspect you were better off not going in there and associating with him. The sort of people it will bother or inhibit are not nice.” 
 “You speak in generalities. Don’t think I don’t notice. You sound like a politician being grilled about something at a hearing. You’re going to have to tell me something of substance, or I’m going to pitch this and avoid you.” 
 “What are you studying in school?” David asked. It seemed like a non sequitur to Linda. 
 “Psychology, but a psychiatrist might serve you better.” 
 “You see? You saw events that were unexpected and inexplicable, but rather than accept them as real, you’re ready to accuse me of being crazy as a way of denying them. If people refuse to accept events outside their experience that would upset their life what would you call that?” 
 “Well, normalacy bias certainly. It’s not uncommon. The whole state of California lives that way, refusing to expect an earthquake that experience says is inevitable. They pay lip service to preparing for it, but drive under freeway overpasses and go up in tall building everyday anyway.” 
 “I think I will have to make a dramatic demonstration, or you will walk away and never let me finish telling you my story from the start,” David decided. 
 “Fine, overwhelm me,” Linda invited. 
 “Get something out of your purse with which I couldn’t have tampered,” David invited. 
 Linda got the fob for her car with a couple keys dangling from it and slapped it on the desk like she had the logo card. David willed it aloft and let it drop to the desk a half meter away. She frowned at it and ran her hand through the path it took through the air and felt along the desk. She picked them up, scooted her chair back from the desk and said, “Do it again here,” and held them out in her hand. 
 The fob and two keys gently lifted and just floated above her hand. She blinked at it and waved her hand over and beneath it. 
 “OK, you have my attention,” she admitted, snatching the fob. “What is at work here?” 
 “I can’t explain it in psychological terms. My knowledge of that is sadly lacking. But I’ll express what little I understand of it in terms of the physical sciences I know. If that makes sense to you good, if it doesn’t I’ll try to expand on it. Are you familiar with the difference between Newtonian physics and relativity?” David asked. 
 “Not in detail. I know more from reading science fiction than school and you have to take that with a grain of salt. Authors take liberties or don’t understand things themselves. I understand time slows down when you go really fast and even satellites like my phone uses for GPS have to allow for it a little. I understand you see some of the things Einstein predicted in the lab, but they aren’t really observable in everyday things. I probably lack the math for most of it.” 
 “That’s a fair statement as far as it goes. The
Lorentz–FitzGerald
phenomena
are described just fine with plain old algebra, but the point is, the rules of the universe as far as Newton explained them work pretty well only for to a first approximation.” 
 Linda nodded. 
 “But get in extreme circumstances and those rules start not working right. Well, a great deal of our universe exists under conditions we’d find personally extreme. What we consider normal is a rather special case. For example the planet Mercury almost orbits with the numbers Newton would calculate. But it’s going fast close to the sun and if you watch it a bit the numbers start to diverge from what they should.” 
 “OK, but that doesn’t make my keys float,” Linda said. 
 “No, but my point is we have a mental set of rules for how things work. If you drop your keys you reasonably expect them to fall to the floor. It’s very hard to accept there might be other rules than what we have experienced. That we know the way things are is basic to our very sanity. But the way things seem isn’t hard truth. Einstein taught us that. The things he predicted seem very counter intuitive, but reality doesn’t care about our beliefs. 
 “I was shown some special circumstances where the rules I learned growing up like everybody else – don’t work. I’ve seen things to make me think these other rules are associated with another place, but I’m still gathering data and can’t offer you a comprehensive theory to define how it is different like Einstein did. I just have a few examples shown me that suggest there is at least one other set of rules.  
 “I’m entirely speculating to say those rules seem to leak over at certain congruent points. It just occurred to me talking to you that maybe ours leak over the other way too. I’d point out it took Einstein years to formulate broad theories to explain his view. I’ve just started measuring and trying to find out the whys of it, but I’m not there by a long shot.” 
 “I can accept that much, but don’t expect me to say so publicly,” Linda warned. 
 “It’s entirely sufficient for me to say so privately,” David agreed. 
 “Does my mom know about this?” Linda asked. 
 “We have not discussed it the way the two of us just did, but your mother saw some things just as strange as your keys floating and simply accepted it. Her sense of reality and self is very strong.” 
 “Tell me about it,” Linda said. “If the universe doesn’t agree with her it may have to change its mind.” 
 David had to smile. That was a pretty accurate assessment. 
 “I’m sure there’s a lot more to it,” Linda said. 
 “It’s a big long story that it would take awhile to tell. I’m not very slick at asking, but I’d like the favor of your company to tell it. If I’m crazy you are welcome to cure me. Some parts of the story are pretty interesting. For a start can we go to dinner this evening?” 
 Linda thought about it. “Yes, but pick me up at my parent’s house. I want to go talk to my mom anyway and you know where it is.” 
 “What time?” David asked. 
 “Whenever you can get away from here,” Linda said, encompassing the company with a gesture. 
 David took that for a test, to see how badly he wanted her company and if he’d make her wait. 
 “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he said, to show he could set priorities. 
 David would have liked to see Joan’s face when Linda told her she’d be coming over this evening and why, but she would know that’s why he was seeing Linda out. That wasn’t his habit. 
 Whatever Linda thought now, she took her logo card with her. 
 * * * 
 “How can you eat like that and stay thin?” Linda demanded. She had the petit filet and a salad. She skipped the soup and appetizer as well as a side of potatoes Diane like David enjoyed. He had the not so petit filet and a lobster tail. She was finishing with a tiny ball of watermelon sorbet and he was having a huge apple dumpling with ice cream. 
 “I got in such good shape marching around in the desert. Uncle, who taught me all this alternate reality stuff, was a real power walker. I used to think the old black and white flat films I saw of people walking in the city or pouring in and out of a factory gate were registered wrong and speeded up. Now I suspect they walked everywhere and had somewhere to be so they all walked faster compared to soft people today. 
 “When I returned, to what passes for civilization, I over indulged in two things. I was so tired of being gritty and sticky I took long luxurious showers every chance I got. Plus, I went nuts with enjoying all the rich food I wanted. I was ordering double breakfasts and big lunches. 
 “I thought I’d start packing it on, but in the end I don’t think I even got five kilo of it back. It seems like every time I get rested and recovered some crisis makes me drain myself to do these cute little tricks I was showing you. You’d be amazed how much it saps me. Last time I slept sixteen hours before my friend Jack shook me awake, worried that I’d slept too long.” 
 “You would persuade me to try this stuff myself. All the skills you have revealed so far and the ability to pig-out and stay thin too. What’s not to like?” Linda asked. 
 “My friend Jack, the eternal skeptic, said until the unknown side effects catch up and one morning your ears would fall off.” 
 “But this Uncle fellow has been using it for years without apparent harm,” Linda said. 
 “Good point. I failed to think of that to tell him. At this point I simply don’t have any spare plant to share with anyone. I’m betting it is a year or two before I can get a serious growing operation going, find out the optimum conditions to raise it and ways to make sure it is secure.” 
 “Is that your next fortune?” Linda asked. “Marketing the plant?” 
 “Good grief, no! I’d be happy to keep it a closely held secret if I could. Also, as soon as you charge money for something it puts your motives into question. I’m already in the position of not being able to explain how it works. I’m going to have to demonstrate some reproducible physical evidence before people will even talk to me.  
 “If I just show them flying keys most scientists are going to walk away convinced in their own minds I’ve faked it somehow. The world is full of fraudsters faking things like free energy machines and magnetic motors with hidden batteries or broadcast power. 
 “I already know some people use these talents for bad. Uncle warned me of that clearly and I found the same talents already rooted in misuse here when I came home. Now, I don’t know if any of these characters use the weed to enhance their powers. I don’t even know if the government agent I met is aware of it. Some people may just have a genetic pre-disposition to have a talent without the weed enhancing them.” 
 David had a sudden uncomfortable thought. “If some of the bad actors already have that strong a natural talent, the last thing I want to do is amplify it.” 
 “You’ve already revealed it to too many people to control it,” Linda said. 
 David said nothing, but looked worried. 
 “Not right away, but in the long run, some competent organic chemist is going to run a sample of this plant down a chromatographic separation column and identify the active compounds. From there, it is a hop skip and a jump to synthesizing them,” Linda predicted. 
 “That makes horrible sense to me,” David said. 
 “If it isn’t inevitable it’s at least highly likely,” Linda said, “You have money. Why don’t you get ahead of it and do that yourself? At least it will give you control as long as the patents run.” 
 “Again, you make perfect sense. I’d need to hire even more experts and form a different corporation with different goals. Would you like to work for me?” David offered. “You seem to have a clear vision of what would have to be done. You can be CEO and run it with a very free hand. I have enough on my plate without trying to manage an entirely new company.” 
 “Is that why you asked me out?” Linda asked. It seemed to upset her. “I’m not at all sure I want to cut my schooling short like you did. I seriously doubt you will ever go back and finish it.” 
 “Not at all. I didn’t even have the idea until you laid out a case for it just now in logical succession. I asked you out because you and your family mean a great deal to me. I didn’t want you to think me a raving nut case and refuse to have anything to do with me. I can see in these false colors that play on your face that you find me attractive. The possibility exists for a stable long term relationship that would be a good thing for both of us, a win-win.” 
 “Well, I’ve never had a gentleman assure me so plainly of his honorable intentions on a first date.” 
 “Is that a bad thing? If you had the same talent I’ve acquired it would be an automatic first test before you’d even go out once. You couldn’t even help utilizing it once you had it. I have reason to be cautious about relationships. I have a fortune in eight figures and that paints a big target on my back for gold-diggers. Until I gained this new insight I’ve been afraid of my ability to sort genuine affection from the ability to project false sincerity. I’m pleased to see you don’t get all excited at the mention of money. That’s not even a big consideration in your thinking. A lot of people when offered a start up like I just did would have immediately tried to pin down their compensation, not focus on it interfering with getting their degree.” 
 “It’s important to me. What you are offering would take over my life,” Linda predicted. 
 “No offense if you turn it down,” David said, spreading his hands in surrender. “It’s true I stopped caring about credentials. If I still did, I could plan on endowing my old university sufficiently. They’d be happy to award me all the degrees anyone could want and name a building for me.” 
 “That’s outrageous,” Linda said, “but true,” she admitted after he just looked at her. 
 “This is unfair and unbalanced,” Linda decided after a period of silence and thought. 
 David didn’t say anything. If she wanted to share more she would. 
 “You said you aren’t a mind reader, but you can read my basic intentions and emotions off my face so plainly you might as well be one. What do I have to rely on for my own decisions but gullible trust?” 
 “I suspect you will have the same benefit from the weed I do,” David said. “If you weren’t sensitive I doubt that you would have seen scintillation in the logos that most people can’t.” 
 “But you just told me it won’t be available for some time,” Linda objected. 
 “Perhaps you got a wrong impression,” David said. “I’m not in any great hurry. In fact, if you want to finish up your degree I’d risk waiting for that rather than rush ahead with somebody who doesn’t display the clear vision you just showed. I willing to bet it won’t be a problem earlier than that.” 
 What could she say to such praise? 
 “I’ll think on it,” she promised. 
 * * * 
 David was tired. He was trying to make permanent the transfer of the day to day operations of the company to his CFO, Paul Frederick. The man effectively ran the company and ran it very well in David’s absence. He’d offered make him CEO and give him stock options he’d never made available to his employees, if Paul wanted it and could handle the increased burden. He wanted much more free time to investigate the talents he’d learned from Uncle. 
 The problem was not that Paul thought he couldn’t handle the new job. He was confident of that. He just had too much ego to accept any of the candidates to take over his old job. He’d interviewed three different people today and had complicated reasons to reject each. David wasn’t sure the man would ever find somebody he could regard as his peer. Paul was so picky David suspected he wouldn’t stand a chance of being hired by Paul for night cleaning crew. 
 If you asked Paul, he’d acknowledge it was too much for one man to do both jobs, but that was what he was effectively doing at the moment. He felt carrying it a little longer was better than accepting a less than optimum candidate for the job just to have the position filled. David decided he was going to let the man continue looking unless he started to show signs of burning out under the load. He hoped that didn’t happen. Then he might be looking to fill two positions. 
 On top of the time his own company demanded, several companies in which David’s father had significant holdings contacted him to inform him of their next board meeting and invite discussion how he intended to manage his ownership. One broached the subject of him sitting on their board and several sent their current prospectus. Just one had the timidity to have their CEO demand his proxy for the next meeting without any discussion. David declined as much for how it was said to him as the actual request. He calmly indicated he’d let his proxy go unvoted rather than vote it in ignorance or hand it off to someone who was an unknown. Such a move might very well open unexpected shifts in power at any company, where there had been no problem before. That particular CEO was going to have to lose some of his arrogance if he wanted David’s cooperation. 
 After considering how much time would be involved in tracking the performance of each company and attending their meetings, even by video conferencing, David decided he needed a manager to track them, keep him briefed, and vote his shares for him as instructed. Now he just had to find time to hire that manager, find time to familiarize him with what issues would be of concern to him, and explain his business philosophy sufficiently to give the fellow some sort of idea when new events needed to be called to his attention and discussed. 
 David would love to ask Linda to work for him again, but was pretty sure a second job offer would just irritate her rather than flatter her. Instead he called and asked when she might be free for dinner again. She agreed to three days hence, but insisted she would pick him up and drive him to a place of her choosing. She had that challenging tone to her voice and he was sorry he couldn’t see her face. She obviously was still worried he’d try to dominate her. He had no desire to do that at all and easily agreed to let her run the date as her show. It would be a pleasure to let somebody else make decisions who wasn’t needy or rude. When he hung up after agreeing he was in a much better mood. It was the only thing he arranged today that he could actually look forward to. 
 After a long day hard day David bought some carry-out on the way home and was ready to put on some music, have a quiet dinner and get to bed at a decent hour. Then his phone chirped and it was the cop or agent of whatever Johnson styled himself wanting to come over. 
 David got the same uneasy feeling he’d learned not to ignore and he refused. 
 “What exactly is your business this time?” David asked. 
 “I have an artifact. Something of a nature like your gift to me, but much more substantial. I remember you offered to destroy the item with which you gifted me. We are having trouble accomplishing that with this one and hoped you could help. More than that I don’t want to say on an unsecured phone,” Johnson insisted. 
 “Hold the line for just a moment and I’ll get back to you,” David promised. He heard Johnson agree but he wasn’t actually waiting for his agreement, He paused that contact and called Jack. He wasn’t going to make it a conference call and speak openly in front of Johnson. 
 “Jack, the fellow Johnson is calling wanting to see me and I have a really creepy feeling about bringing him in my apartment. I don’t want him in your house again either, but I want somewhere private and safe to meet him. Can I tell him to meet us around back of your house by the fire pit?” 
 “Sure, I’ll even go start a fire,” Jack offered. “It’s cool this evening. There are already four chairs out there. Did he indicate he’d have his posse with him again?” 
 “He didn’t mention them. I think it’s just him.” 
 “Do you want me armed again?” Jack asked. 
 “I sure don’t see what it can hurt,” David said, “thanks.” 
 “You know where you talked to me before,” David said, as cryptically as Johnson had been about his gift. “Meet me there. Pull around back by his garage and we’ll be sitting out back.” 
 “I’ll be there in about a half hour,” Johnson said. 
 * * * 
 Johnson was driving a white van. David somehow expected a cheap sedan with government plates. He turned it around to face back down the driveway which put his driver door to them. 
 David was tempted to ask if there was anybody with him, but he didn’t sense any life forms in the van, so he didn’t. He didn’t think Johnson could block that. Johnson was carrying a plastic bag and David got that intense uncomfortable feeling, stronger than he had on the phone. The only thing that restrained him from ordering the man to go away is he was holding the bag away from himself with obvious distaste. He wasn’t any happier with it than David was. 
 “This is my problem,” Johnson said. He dropped the bag on the grass. He didn’t even want to touch the shape in the bag bare handed. He got a pen from his pocket and snagged the corner of the bag with it to lift it and dump the contents on the lawn. 
 It looked like a bathroom tile, with a white edge, but the face was a swirl of motion in false colors that looked like you could dive right through it despite its size. 
 “It just radiates evil,” David said. 
 “No shit. It’s the creepiest artifact I’ve ever seen. I showed it to a couple other agency people I trust and we all agreed it needs to be destroyed, but we simply can’t do it. If you can it would be a huge favor. I don’t think this is anything anybody wants to allow to exist in our world,” Johnson said. 
 Jack just looked at them like he didn’t get it. 
 “What does it look like to you Jack?” David asked. 
 “It looks like a sort of gray-blue ceramic tile with a spiral groove covering the whole face.” 
 “No glow or scintillation?” David asked. 
 “Nope. I take it you see something else?” Jack asked. 
 “It’s like a stained glass with a very bright light behind it, but with motion,” David said. “It swirls like the spiral you see is turning but it has depth like a whirlpool.” 
 Johnson nodded agreement. 
 “What sort of a fee do you have in mind for its destruction?” David asked. 
 Johnson looked surprised and offended. “I found out how much money you are worth. Do you really need to grub for a few extra dollars to do this? I thought once you saw it you’d want to remove it as a public service. I didn’t take it to my agency. I don’t even want to have it near any of our safe places. So I’d have to pay you out of my pocket. I don’t have anywhere near enough money to be of any interest to you.” 
 “I don’t need money,” David agreed, “and yet you are asking me to do something you aren’t able. You’re right, I have plenty of money, but I still have lots of questions you haven’t answered.” 
 “I’m still restricted what I can say,” Johnson insisted. “Ask away and I’ll try to help you, but if you ask too much we’ll just take this thing and drop it over an ocean trench.” 
 “I’d be more comfortable launching it into the sun,” David said. 
 “We don’t have access to a spacecraft,” Johnson said. “We thought about a nuke, but where could we set it off that would not create another huge problem?” 
 “So you have access to a nuke,” David surmised. “I think at a minimum I need to know who ‘We’ are I’m doing a favor.” 
 “I can only tell you part of that,” Johnson said. “On the US side, we are a small joint service with members from the Department of Energy and the Bureau of Indian Affairs. We have foreign allies who we are constrained from identifying. I’m serious, I can’t even hint at who they are.” 
 David looked at him like he was crazy. He knew he wasn’t lying but it seemed bizarre. 
 “It would take longer to tell the story than you want to listen,” Johnson said. “Just let me say that if you piss off an old Indian who told you to leave a special place alone, he can lay a world of hurt on you just by refusing to help after you foolishly ignored him. Just like you are threatening to do now.” 
 “What did you do to it?” Jack asked. “It looks like a tile that would bust right up.” 
 “A diamond saw won’t cut it. A plasma torch or laser won’t melt it and acid doesn’t touch it.” 
 “Mind if I try? Jack asked, and pulled out the same big revolver he’d had before. 
 “Have at it,” Johnson offered. “If it leaves a mark I’ll be shocked.” 
 “Assume it’s going to ricochet,” David warned. 
 “Nothing but farm fields for a couple miles that way,” Jack nodded. “If it does bounce off, a ricochet will be flattened and not go all that far anyway. The neighbors around here bang away more than I do, so the noise is no problem.” 
 They both stood back. Jack rolled the hammer back and aimed down at the tile at about a forty five degree angle, pointed off towards the back of his lot. David and Johnson both covered their ears. The pistol was still loud and the recoil gave some hint just how powerful. The tile was driven into the dirt slightly and crooked. The flattened slug warbled off end over end. There wasn’t a mark on the tile. 
 “Damn. I’m surprised,” Jack admitted. 
 “My turn, but I’d like you to move it further away on the grass towards the back of the lot,” David requested. 
 Jack made a motion to reach for it, but David stopped him with a quick gesture. 
 “I really don’t want you to touch that.” 
 Jack nodded and went to the garage, returning with a shovel and moved the tile off a good fifty meters near the edge of the mowed area. 
 David sat back in one of the chairs and contemplated it. He gathered as much heat as he could from a huge area of sky. It glowed red hot around the tile and climbed through yellow and white until they couldn’t look at it and David had to observe it in false colors with his eyes closed. 
 When he stopped the ground still glowed hot a meter across. They sat there and let it cool before approaching. The tile was still there and Johnson just shuddered. 
 David didn’t say anything. He just walked back to the fire pit and took his seat again. This time he called down an electric current from the sky. It glowed like a green funnel of fire in the sky but narrowed down to a natural lightning bolt at the tile with a crack of displaced air and the sharp odor of ozone. Johnson started to get up to go check but David motioned him back to his seat. 
 “It’s still there. I can feel it.” 
 Jack was goggled eyed at the fireworks. Johnson to his credit didn’t berate David for his failure, he just looked scared. 
 “Jack get your shovel would you please?” David asked, and motioned him over. David took the sign he carried in his pocket and laid it face down on the shovel. 
 “Lay that right on top of the tile please, and come back,” David requested. 
 When Jack deposited it both Johnson and David could see the false lights brighten and shine out of the interface between the two. David looked tired, but he calmly repeated the phrase of power Mrs. Ayers taught him. He didn’t need to look at the sign, he knew where it was. He repeated the phrase elbows on knees to support himself. The false light got brighter beams of light playing from between the opposing objects yet nothing drove them apart. About David’s tenth repetition of the phrase the tile and opposing sign disappeared in a ball of white plasma that drove a fused depression in the dirt and pushed the sod back in a round hump about three meters across. The shock wave slapped them in the face like a living hand, blew Jack’s sliding glass doors into the kitchen in shards, and cracked the bedroom window. 
 In sixteen courtrooms and offices of senior politicians across the Eastern states there was a similar flash and explosion over the shoulders of judges and public office holders. There were half again as many in England and France. When it was over six were dead and the survivors were incoherent babbling psychotics or appeared to be in advanced dementia. David and Johnson wouldn’t know about that until much later. 
 At Jack’s house, David collapsed in exhaustion. He’d have rolled out of the chair if Jack hadn’t caught him. He and Johnson carried him in the house and laid him on the sofa. Jack got a blanket and threw across him. He didn’t have to check his vital signs, David was snoring loudly. 
 “That may bring the authorities down on us,” Johnson worried. 
 “I thought you were the authority in this matter,” Jack said. 
 “I never reported what I was doing with the tile. It was too important to chance somebody screwing up and making the wrong call on it,” Johnson said. “That thing was dangerous. Unfortunately, I get the strong impression that some of my superiors who aren’t talented don’t take this seriously.” 
 “We didn’t knock over trees or anything that obvious. We’re far enough out in the country that it will be hard to pinpoint just where a loud noise originated. Half the houses are probably empty at this time of day, so if we just keep our mouths shut and don’t do anything to attract attention it should blow over. If anybody comes around door to door let me speak as the homeowner. I’ll stonewall them that we heard nothing and have no idea what they are talking about. I can’t imagine they will search all the properties up and down the road over just a noise and I’m not letting them search the house or back lot without a warrant. I don’t know about you, but I could use a stiff drink,” Jack offered. 
 “Please,” Johnson said. When Jack returned with a water glass and bourbon, Johnson had to use both hands to steady it. They sat in silence for several minutes drinking and thinking. 
 Outside they hear sirens as a sheriff’s car went down the street looking for the source of the explosion. Not long after a fire truck rumbled by too but without a siren. They went down the road a couple miles and then they returned back the other way together, the police car silent this pass. There wasn’t any indication on the front of the house that anything had happened. With no visible damage, nothing pointed to any one particular home along the rural road, so they went away. 
 “Last time he did something like this he slept sixteen hours,” Jack said after awhile. “No point in you hanging around if that concludes your business with him. He’s got your number doesn’t he?” 
 “Indeed he does, you should too,” Johnson decided, giving him a card. “Is there anything I can do for you, or anything for him that you’re aware of?” 
 “Nah, I’ll have to fix the glass door,” Jack said. He didn’t know about the bedroom window yet. “I’m not poor and if I was, David is made of money and would cover it for me. You go on and tell your friends what happened. When he wakes up he’ll be starved and I’ll have a big meal ready to cook.” 
 “Thank you,” Johnson said, thinking they were done and getting up to go. 
 “You screwed up you know,” Jack told the agent. 
 Johnson wasn’t expecting him to add that. 
 “I’m sorry. I didn’t intend to visit any trouble upon your home,” Johnson said. 
 “Not that,” Jack said, waving the idea away. “You didn’t go straight to your superiors and say you have to recruit this guy when you first met him. Now, it’s obvious he’s way out of your class. I can’t see why he’d want to be recruited now. The nature of government being what it is, I expect eventually you are going to try to tell him what he should or shouldn’t do. You aren’t going to like it at all if the tail starts wagging the dog. He’s doing you favors and what have you done? Seems to me that it’s fortunate he’s a good natured fellow, happy to give you a hand like just now. Not a grouchy old cuss like me.” 
 “You may be right,” Johnson admitted, “but I did report it after our first visit and nobody was interested. They seem impressed by other lesser talents. Since you are involved, be aware I didn’t report this artifact he gave me either.” His hand went up and patted his breast pocket. “They’d have it at a secure facility, locked in a safe to study eventually. Neither did I ask permission to bring this problem to him, so I can’t ask the agency to fix the damage we caused to your home.” 
 “Don’t worry about it. I could have chased you both off. I probably should have but I have a soft spot for David. I’m thinking it’s a good thing we put paid to that thing if it was that much trouble, but we lucked out you know. That was like a half kilo pack of C4 popping off, but for all any of us knew it could have gone off like a nuke.” 
 Johnson nodded agreement. “As you say, we lucked out. Thanks for the drink and your assistance,” he said, and let himself out. Driving off so soon after he had a shot of bourbon, it never even occurred to him that might be a problem after everything else. 
 * * * 
 The next day David woke up, ate about six thousand calories and surveyed the pit in the back yard. Jack and he filled the depression in, chopped the ring of sod across with the shovel and pulled the resulting wedges back over the bare dirt. After a couple rains it would blend right back in. 
 Jack clued David in on just how independent Johnson seemed to be from his organization, and expressed his opinion again that they lucked out not to blow themselves and Atlanta off the map.” 
 “Well, they told us when we met that they do what works rather than by the book,” David said. “And you are right, we’re flying blind on a lot of this, but it would be worse to do nothing.” 
 It was in the afternoon the day after Johnson called them for help that they started to realize what an unseen depth of action their destruction of that device had precipitated. Some of it could not be kept out of the news and Johnson visited at Jack’s and filled them in on the parts covered up. 
 “I’m thinking this was not the entirety of it,” Johnson said. “It’s just one intrusion of the other continuum into our world. I think we will find others. But it’s a start.” 
 David was relieved to hear him say that. He was about to try to explain the same idea to the man. Better that Johnson realize it on his own. 
 Before Johnson left David tore a sheet off Jack’s grocery list pad on the refrigerator and wrote a number that didn’t appear on his business card. 
 “If you every get a text that is just a line of the same number repeated and the call appears to come from an unknown private number, please call that number I just gave you.” 
 “I’m supposed to be the secret agent,” Johnson insisted. “Why are you setting up this sort of fancy spy-craft contact?” 
 “It’s an agency phone, not your own, isn’t it?” David demanded. 
 “Yes,” Johnson said, but left the question hanging between them. 
 “I assume they monitor everything you do with it, including location and information searches. You don’t have it on here do you?” David asked, worried for Jack. 
 “No, give me a little credit for some skill. It doesn’t have the battery in it and it’s in a metal case.” 
 “So, if you see that sort of a message, call me from a safe machine,” David invited. 
 “Why did you choose that as a message form?” Johnson asked, still confused. 
 “That’s a common type error call when people jam their phone in their pocket and proceed to butt dial it,” David said. “Anybody doing lots of phone surveillance will recognize it and ignore it.” 
 “That’s a new one,” Johnson said. “I’ll memorize this and destroy it.” 
 * * * 
 On the other side, the Queen Mother of her hive called one of her drones before her. He did resemble a shrimp and he had a reflexive movement that would be a sigh in a human. He called his closest friends and transferred his few prized possessions to them. They didn’t ask why he was doing so, they knew. Neither was it appropriate for them to express sympathy or say good-byes. One did not, could not, ever express dissidence. The ability to do so was biologically absent. 
 He appeared before the massive form of the queen, her large eyes near as far apart as he could reach to each side. She filled the chamber and would never leave it during her life. No passage out was big enough. Others scurried in and out serving her as he approached her face. 
 “Are you the master of the mind net investigating the foul soft beings of the other world which just failed so spectacularly?” she demanded of him in a rapid flurry of clicks. 
 “I am,” the drone admitted. “We were doing better than the other hives of this sphere trying to pierce the veil of the worlds and then something went terribly wrong. I don’t understand what, but the backlash of the event killed all of them. I am the sole survivor with no workers now.” 
 “This is not a problem. We make progress each cycle. We have your records. We shall start over afresh with a new generation group raised to serve this task,” she said. “Approach!” 
 He went forward very close although filled with fear to the point of shaking. The desire to live was still an underlying reflex, but one did not refuse the Queen while in her aroma field. It was physically impossible to do so. He leaned forward and could not close his eyes. His kind had no way to do so. He barely felt a twinge of pain as her greater claw severed his head from his body with a crunch. He still served his Queen, but now as a brief snack. 
 * * * 
 Linda called David from the car and informed him she was waiting at the curb out front. He was dressed casually as instructed. He hadn’t had a new tuxedo made since becoming thinner so it was a good thing they were going casual. He’d started running again before his return to civilization ruined his new physique. He might not gain pounds if he kept stressing himself with his new skills, but he could still get soft and flabby at a new lower weight. 
 There was only one vehicle parked in front of his apartments so that had to be her. He hadn’t expected a big pickup truck with dark windows at all. She might be in charge but at least she didn’t get out and hold his door for him. That would have been taking it a bit far and bothered him. It was a double step up to get in the cab. He couldn’t imagine a woman in a skirt doing it. On the plus side it gave him something safe to talk about right away. 
 “You come straight from the job site? Got any spare psyches in the bed?” David inquired. 
 “I left it open in case we had to haul your ego home,” Linda said. 
 David looked out the back window. “Y’all need a bigger truck,” he warned. 
 “I love my truck. It’s big enough nobody pushes me around on the road. A single woman in a tiny little car is too much of a target for some unbalanced creeps. I sit up high enough to see what is happening down the road most of the time and it has terrific resale value compared to a sedan. It is sturdier even if you don’t use the extra capacity and it establishes me as culturally Southern.” 
 “You almost talk me into selling my cute little Audi. Jack keeps encouraging me to get something exotic and flashy. I’d be scared to take it out of the garage. One good ding in a parking lot would cost more to fix than my whole car is worth now.” 
 “Most car doors hit my running boards instead of the body. They’re welcome to bang away on them all they want.” 
 “Well, given our ride tonight, are we headed for a BBQ joint?” David asked. 
 “No, I have a taste tonight for Hungarian.” 
 David had to explain why he laughed, and telling the story of his recent introduction to Hungarian food filled the time until their arrival. 
 Linda was just as pleased not to have to coach him on what to order, and it was very good. Linda hadn’t traveled as much as David and they talked about other places he knew in Paris and London. He compared them to the more exotic experience of Djibouti and related how he got out of there just in time before they shut down the phones and internet. 
 “What do you think about all the judges and politicians keeling over dead last week?” Linda asked. 
 David choked on his dessert, tried to cover it and took a sip of his coffee. 
 “Damn, this is going to be bad isn’t it? You may have that fancy face reading, but it’s plain for me to see that touched a nerve.” Linda said. 
 “Actually, it was a very good thing to have happened,” David said. “It was needed and I suspect it should be repeated a lot of other places. It was limited to the east coast and parts of Europe.” 
 “Europe too? You have a connection to really know what was going on there?” Linda asked. 
 David hesitated too long before he said yes. 
 “Oh my God, you are hip deep in it,” she quickly concluded. 
 “Do you have a cell phone on you?” David asked. 
 “Of course, don’t you?” Linda asked. 
 “Yes, but mine runs a very thin custom operating system. It shows whatever number I want when I call someone, all my data resides on a different computer in a secure location that actually relays the call. The very smallest needed set of data is securely loaded only when I activate the phone a certain way, and when I end my call that is hard deleted. Most importantly, when I end my call I know it is off and not recording or radiating.” 
 Linda didn’t say anything and thought about that. 
 “So I don’t really want to say more about this anywhere near your phone.” David added. 
 “If we go back to your place and I leave it in the truck is that far enough away?” Linda asked.  
 “Absolutely, I’m almost as secure at home as in my office.” 
 The ride back was in silence, because Linda was thinking of all the questions she couldn’t ask and she had no desire to make idle chit-chat. At David’s apartment she made a point to show him her phone and let him see that she placed it in the glove compartment. 
 David made more coffee and checked the status of the apartment on his computer. Nobody had been in or triggered his systems. They took opposite corners of his couch and David related how an agent brought them an artifact he couldn’t destroy, but he didn’t actually name Johnson. 
 “So you used one of these things just like I have in my purse?” Linda asked. 
 “Yes, but I had to keep adding a great deal of power to it before it overcame the tile. Jack pointed out we lucked out it wasn’t much worse. For all we knew it could have blown up Atlanta like a nuke instead of blowing a hole in his sod. We had no idea what it was doing elsewhere when it blew. The agencies involved managed to hush up a lot of it. The thing is, I was working with a rogue agent. He has at least some other agents looking the other way if not actively helping. I don’t know any of them or even the name of his agency.” 
 That was bizarre enough to raise Linda’s eyebrows. 
 “That may be safer for all of us,” David conceded. “I don’t think his superiors even know it was one of their own who did this, and we’re all just as happy as can be to keep it that way.” 
 “But you will do it again if you get a chance, won’t you?”  
 “Oh yes. I haven’t described what we’re dealing with to you yet. It might make you back up and dismiss all the progress I’ve made with you and convince you I am crazy. 
 “Give me the short version,” Linda demanded. 
 “Not humans. Monsters. 
 “Aliens?” Linda asked. 
 “Aliens could be cute and furry and want to be our friends. These are monsters,” David insisted. “Worse they are messing with our society unknown to almost everyone.” 
 “I don’t suppose I can know for sure how to feel about all of this until you have extra of your plant and it either works for me or doesn’t. I’m leaning towards taking it,” Linda said. 
 “There is a complication on that you should know. When I was first taking it Uncle guided me and made sure I didn’t overdo my dosing and kept me safe. If you commit to taking it you should plan on setting some days aside and spending them with me while you find out if you are sensitive.” 
 “I’m leaning towards that not being such a problem either,” Linda said. “I’ll have a winter break without classes about the time you have plant to spare.” 
 “Won’t your family expect you to spend that time with them?” 
 “Are you kidding? My mom has been lobbying like crazy, playing matchmaker for you ever since you visited their home.” 
 “She hasn’t said a thing to me,” David said, shocked.  
 “You wouldn’t be aware if she hired skywriters to announce it outside your office window,” Linda said, sweeping her hand like drawing a banner across the sky. 
 David looked stricken. 
 “Oh, don’t worry about it,” Linda allowed. “It’s kind of cute.” 
 * * * 
 The European Space Agency testing lab wanted to know why the chips David’s company supplied were so far out of spec. Not that they failed. Far from it, they seemed impossible to degrade with radiation at a level that suggested there was some significant new tech involved. His chief engineer pushed the call up the line to Paul being unwilling to discuss the matter with the man. David ended up taking the call because the man had dealt with him before as head of the company and insisted on speaking to him. That would happen less and less he hoped. It wasn’t good and he hated to do it because it might undermine Paul’s confidence. 
 The truth was, the engineer knew every detail of the manufacturing process and the only change that had been introduced recently was to change the company logo etched on the case. If Paul or David wanted to tell the man that they were welcome to do so. Since it was impossible for that to make any difference, the engineer rationalized it as an unlikely statistical fluctuation. 
 David wouldn’t tell the man something he couldn’t believe either and simply told the man it was a proprietary process he intended to keep as a trade secret. The fellow objected that some aggressive firm would reverse engineer his product even if it required difficult disassembly at the molecular level and systematic mapping each layer under an electron microscope. 
 Since the proprietary part of the product was the first thing a competitor would discard in testing, absolutely certain it was superficial and protected not by patent but by trademark, David confidently said they were welcome to try. 
 “I’m reluctant to approve a device based on technology I don’t know or understand,” the fellow said, “even if it appears to be a superior product. If it is significantly different it might have other weaknesses and limitations for which I’m not testing and should be.” 
 “And yet, you use a hundred other devices every day you could not create yourself and the inner workings of which you only vaguely understand,” David pointed out. “I’d wager heavily you could not make or explain the manner in which your cell phone works to the last detail. You probably drive home in an automobile, in which the only critical components you understand are those it has in common with a Model T. 
 “The specs call out how the device must take an input and what it will put out. It doesn’t call out a specific internal architecture or process. You assume everybody in the industry is working at a common and known generation of tech and will announce any advance with a big promotion. But that is an assumption. It could be a literal black box completely unknown to you internally and meet spec. 
 “We won’t be pressured into revealing trade secrets. I’ll leave it to you to explain to your superiors why you would reject components that tested out as too good to use so you switched to inferior. The question might come up and become quite heated if one of your satellites suffers failure or degraded performance and the investigation shows there was a change of vendor to an inferior product.” 
 The fellow could easily see such a thing happening. He wasn’t being asked to switch to Aerosense as a supplier, just retain them. It was far easier to justify leaving things as they were than explaining a change. Such things could appear suspect even if no kickback or other impropriety could ever be documented. In the end it was safer for him to leave things as they were. 
 Paul, who sat silent but listening attentively appeared a little stunned at David’s aggressiveness with a customer. Just to make his thinking clear on the matter David addressed him after he hung up. 
 “If they are too stupid to buy a superior product the problem will self correct in a few years. The insurance companies will notice your platforms degrade and fail at a higher rate than the competition. They will start charging higher rates and drive them right out of business. They don’t care about internal architecture and trade secrets, they care about hard numbers on the losses they have to pay. 
 “When the failure history confirms the lab testing, any loss we suffered in sales can be made up by increasing our prices for a better product.” 
 Paul nodded, looking thoughtful. Hopefully he got the message that if David would play hardball he wasn’t going to second guess Paul for doing the same. 
 * * * 
 David had a program doing data mining for anything involving lower level politicians and judges. They mined all the usual public sources and piggy-backed some of the paid surveillance his company contracted. It wasn’t the first time he’d done that but never before was it for things off such personal interest. He was prepared to explain that away as a check on their systems against known sources if anyone discovered it. So far nobody had gotten so much as a sniff of it. 
 There was a statistical anomaly of deaths of judges and state and city officials. David waited until it increased again the next week and then sent the message 77777 to Johnson’s phone. It wasn’t until the next day he got a call back. 
 “I bought a burner and made a detour to Topeka,” Johnson said. “I hope it wasn’t just to wish me a happy birthday. 
 “I don’t know your birthday, and I haven’t gathered that complete a dossier on you. I figure just assembling it might be hazardous to one or both of us because you are an agent. They might have a few fake files out there as trip wires. But I’ll take that as a compliment, thank you.” 
 “Data collection is your game. I figured you probably had everything about me right down to my my shoe size,” Johnson joked. 
 “Ten and a half,” David said, with no hesitation. 
 “How the hell could you possibly know that?” Johnson demanded. 
 “That’s the commonest size for men, it was just a good guess. The same way a gypsy fortune teller can scare your boots off with a cold reading. You just have to know a lot of facts about the average person,” David said, “or what drives most people go to see a gypsy fortune teller if that is your game. What I really wanted to ask you is if there is any reason you’d be aware of that I’m seeing an uptick in morbidity among lower court judges and slimeball politicians? It wasn’t all at once, like you destroyed another artifact, but it is both up and accelerating.” 
 “Oh crap, I better cool it a little if you could see it,” Johnson said. 
 “So it is you,” David said. “Did you find some way to sense their portals or energies to track them down? I’d really like to know since it would relate to the things I am trying to understand and study.” 
 Johnson sighed. “Don’t I wish? No, this is plain old detective work. We’ve taken to studying which of them seem to have withdrawn from normal human activities. We look for people who suddenly don’t go to the country club and golf. Who stop coming to political dinners and cut off relatives. 
 “We thought they were more susceptible if they were widowed, but it now appears to us that the spouse was as just as likely to have been disposed of as an inconvenience. If they have a handler who drives them and keeps them functioning by managing their bills and doing their shopping that’s a big giveaway too. The handlers are actually more dangerous to deal with than the targets.” 
 “How are you taking them out?” David asked bluntly. 
 “Well if they have a caretaker they tend to die within days if you remove their support. With the more robust ones it is hazardous to try to examine their home situation and see if they are being managed like a puppet. It’s best to snoop while they are away for the day and then arrange an accident or medical emergency. Just a couple of them have required plain old lead poisoning.” 
 David didn’t take his meaning at first, but got it before he asked a stupid question. 
 “If there is anything I can do let me know,” David offered. “Have you recovered any more artifacts?”  
 “We have, but the next puppet we took down my agency became aware of his tile and demanded a thorough search thereafter for them. In fact we had to go back and make a show of searching at Judge Ramaris’ home and his keeper’s place. They have not brought you up again and I’m not about to do so myself. In fact I have discussed involving several other people of talent rather than you. I don’t think these others will be useful, but I want to divert their attention to keep my contact and activity with you safely separate. You seem to be off the radar and I’d like to keep it that way. 
 “My blunt assessment is that my superiors would soon be in conflict with you because of their personality type and your personality type. You can make what you want of that and decide whether I am insulting them or you, but you are both useful to me. I feel that to bring you together will ruin the utility of one or both. 
 “The agency has the tiles sequestered at what they feel is a safe location. I’m not sure there is such a thing. I’d never concentrate them together when we have no idea how their proximity will affect their function, but it’s out of my hands. I’m not going to give them unwelcome, unsolicited advice unless it gives evidence it will become a complete disaster. But thanks for the heads up that our activity was visible. I’ll fill you in further sometime in the future, if it seems safe and advisable. This phone won’t exist in a moment, so no need to note the number,” Johnson added before disconnecting.  
 David appreciated that, and didn’t expect to contact Johnson using this method before he got back in touch on his own. A butt dial was believable, but two close together would be stretching credulity and raise suspicions. He did wonder what sort of people Johnson’s agency knew who they regarded as people of talent. He’d bet anything they didn’t have the acquaintance or cooperation of Mrs. Ayers. 
 * * * 
 Linda refused a dinner date out and instead insisted she cook for him. It felt like a significant step in their relationship. If he invited her to his place she’d probably be disappointed in how simply he lived. She didn’t try to wow him with fancy cooking. They had steaks off the grill, from out on her balcony, vegetables seared off the same grill, and a bottle of wine that didn’t shout of snobbery. A bought dessert and real Kona coffee rounded it out. 
 She had some very interesting stories about how people make decisions from her studies. The key point David got was even after psychology students learn the ways in which they make poor decisions like everyone else they don’t actually apply the knowledge and change their decision making process. It was kind of scary actually. If they couldn’t change themselves how could they possibly help others? 
 David had several stories of his own to share, including dealing with the testing lab. Paul finally found a candidate for his old job eligible for sainthood and smarter than him. He actually hired him. His succulent was propagating well and he had it divided into two locations with separate people tending each. A sudden disease or power failure wouldn’t wipe his operation out now. 
 “I’ll have two weeks and a couple extra days winter break at the holidays,” Linda informed him. “If you have enough weed stocked by then you can introduce me to it.” 
 “Do you want to stay in familiar surroundings?” David indicated with wave of his hand at her condo, “or would you like to be in a different environment?” 
 “What little you related about your own experience seemed to center on being outside a lot. There’s a little resort in California, in wine country, my parents took up going to after I left home. I’ve never been there but they love it. I’d never want to live in California, but it’s lovely to visit. I had mom check, and they are holding a comfortable suite for a couple days until I confirm or let it go.” 
 “Are your parents going there this year?” David guessed. “How would she feel about us coming?” 
 “They have reservations in the spring, and she said it was a lovely idea for us young people to get away and get to know each other better. But she warned me not to let you drag all your business dealings along.” 
 “If they can’t survive two weeks without me I’ve failed badly somewhere. I can restrain myself to just our business,” David vowed. 
 “I’ll confirm then,” Linda said. The false colors her face flashed said she had a very broad interpretation of what constituted their business. David blushed at the display more than the caramel color of his face could hide. She could read that ordinary show of embarrassment so plainly with no special powers that she laughed in delight. 
 * * * 
 Burt arranged some more in house testing when Dr. Wood inexplicably called back and seemed much more open to being helpful. Maybe he’d just caught him at a bad time before. Still, Dr. Wood at first didn’t want to invite David to observe, not until they had some positive results and he could do a choreographed dog and pony show suitable for an executive patron. Burt persuaded him that wasn’t how David thought, that he was smart enough to know negative results were still data. He would have more confidence in it seeing his self generated samples go directly to measurement without needing to trust a chain of custody. 
 David provided printed logos and activated them on the spot. Wood kept a straight face when David spoke to them in German. The tests to see if they blocked millimeter waves and infrared were negative. The tests to see if they had unusual magnetic permeability were negative and the device didn’t change an electric field more than you would expect from the dielectric constant of any normal piece of printed cardboard. 
 Wood kept waiting for David to show frustration and disappointment, but he shrugged and said any test that was negative was still a positive datum. Wood’s experience with rich people was that they were impatient and wanted quick, useful results or they lost interest, especially younger ones. David refused to act that way for some reason. Dr. Wood had privately given up hope of any positive response and was simply going through the motions, testing the things to which he’d agreed. 
 Then they went over to the physics lab and put a fresh sample on a very sensitive torsion beam scale and zeroed it out. After David spoke to it the scale showed movement and Dr. Wood was astonished. It was still within the sensitivity range of the instrument, but when David simply spoke to it again three more times, it gained mass each time, well past any possible margin of error. 
 Before they could discuss it the door to the lab opened and an angry man stormed in. 
 “What the hell are you doing in here Wood? You’ve totally screwed up my run for the day. You aren’t supposed to be doing anything that involves thumping around or gross vibration in the building. I have a miniature gravity wave experiment set up on an isolation bed with a granite block as heavy as a semi-truck. But it just registered four big pulses like you were dribbling a basket ball in here!” 
 “This is Doctor Barber from the lab down stairs,” Wood said, embarrassed by the man’s tirade. He waved at the scale in its own chamber that was nearly as sensitive to noise as the other man’s equipment. He was going to introduce David and Burt before attempting to make an explanation, but just then both of them reached the same conclusion and showed surprise. “Four thumps! We have our hard evidence!” David said, and Burt just nodded, grinning like crazy. They reached out and gave each other a high five, celebrating something only they understood. Dr. Barber was shocked speechless by their insensitivity and stomped out of the room even more angrier than when he came in, violating his own concern about noise just from his footsteps. 
 He passed an older man coming in, upset about something and showing it on his face also, but more reserved than Wood. 
 “I say, Dr. Barber,” he said, but the man stomped right past him without a glance or polite acknowledgement. Seeing his demeanor and the three still in the lab calm and collected, he drew the wrong conclusions. 
 “Do you gentleman have any idea what that mad man is up to? I’m doing a neutrino pulse study next door and the thing went crazy a moment ago. You’d have thought he was setting off nuclear weapons in the hall the sort of signals I got! I can’t even imagine what he could do to produce such a thing, but I can see he’s in no mood to speak reasonably about anything.” 
 “We are probably the guilty parties,” David admitted, “and chances are good we can reproduce those pulses for you. I’m David Carpenter. We’re doing some private studies funded by my company, but we’d certainly welcome you to the effort and invite you join us if you’ll just accept a standard non-disclosure agreement for the tech that’s proprietary to my company.” 
 “To see what the devil can do that?” the old fellow asked. “I’d give anything. This has to be a very big deal,” he predicted. 
 “One can always hope so,” David agreed. “It’s a little unorthodox. You may not want rush to be publicly associated with my firm for some time, because what we’re finding runs contrary to the established mainline thinking. No need to seek confrontation with your peers until we have irrefutable evidence to put before them,” he suggested, trying to gently get the man ready for a difficult revelation. 
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