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They called themselves the Sextet, though they each felt differently about the name. George, who had only one functioning limb but could create organic molecules with his mind, had pride of authorship. He had invented the name when they found Lee and freed him from the General, his father. They added him to their original group of five and became the Sextet. George thought the name was clever, and George held cleverness in high esteem.
Lee, who was deaf but could mentally transport objects anywhere, treasured the name. He had spent his adolescent years chained naked in a steel cage, protecting his dying mother by serving his megalomaniac father. For him the name meant he was part of a group, a team, for the first time in his life.
Alandra was the same age as the others, but had Downs Syndrome and couldn't always understand complex ideas. Still, using only her mind, she could decompose any object into its chemical elements, gold, oxygen, plutonium—anything in the periodic table. She thought Sextet was giggly, and a little embarrassing, no matter how many times Gina explained it had nothing to do with sex.
Gina had the power of persuasion, and could have made anyone call their team anything, but the name made her feel safe. She needed her twin brother George's power to keep her from dying from her defective internal organs. The name was a symbol of their cohesiveness, their family, and as long as George felt tied to the Sextet, he would never abandon her.
Bolton, like other members of the Sextet, had lost his mother, but was reared by his grandmother, Cathy. He would never abandon Gina, his first girlfriend, though his power was not needed to keep her alive. He was the Sextet's nerd, overweight with a crippled leg, but able to reprogram computers using only his thoughts. He disliked the name, thinking they should be called the String Sextet. He treasured his theory that their powers came from their ability to manipulate the string structure underlying the universe.
Ember, blind and beautiful Ember, with the terrifying mental power to add or subtract heat from any object—she vacillated about many things. She enjoyed the way the name symbolized their team, because she had become their leader and felt responsible for all of them. Still, she believed the name limited them, because she knew more specially gifted people must be hiding elsewhere in the world. Others would have powers like theirs, or perhaps would have powers even they had not imagined. She would need to protect these others from exploitation—unless she needed to prevent them from using their powers to exploit ordinary human beings.
The Sextet had searched for these others for two years now, ever since they had freed Lee and stopped the General's military conquest of the Western States. Life in their New Mexico compound had become peaceful, productive, and maybe just a little bit boring. They had searched with all their unearthly powers—but found no others like themselves. Some had come to believe they were unique, and that the General had died in the collapse of his mountain redoubt.
Ember was all alone. Not physically alone, but feeling utterly lonely, as she had in her father's house before finding the others who had become the Sextet.
She had been walking the compound with the dogs, enjoying the cooling night breeze of the August New Mexico desert. Joe and Lily, the German Shepherds, delighted in these evening walks, playing guide dogs and guard dogs as Ember made the rounds inside the high stone security wall. Not that Ember needed a guide dog—she had walked the grounds many times, using her heat sense to avoid obstacles. Nor did she need protection from intruders—she could handle them all too well. The dogs did serve to keep the horses from running into her as she crossed to the farthest corner of their pasture.
As she approached Gina's house, Ember could smell its newness—fresh urethane-acrylic-latex paint, piles of oak flooring scraps and sawdust waiting to be removed, and pungent sheep manure nourishing the new shrubbery and baby cottonwoods. Ember smiled. Nothing but the best for Gina, even manure.
If Gina had been home, Ember would have stopped in for tea and some of Gina's extravagant imported cookies, but these days, Gina was rarely home. Today, she was far away, playing high-stakes poker somewhere in the Middle East. Ember might have stopped for tea anyway, with Bolton and George, but she could hear one of Bolton's toy cars buzzing around his test track way over on the south side of the compound. He's probably working off his anger at Gina being so far away for so long.
Ember thought their incessant fighting was stupid. Neither Bolton nor Gina seemed to appreciate the delight of having someone to love, someone close. Ember, though, wasn't angry with either of her friends. She could never allow herself the luxury of anger with anybody, even with George's teasing. When Ember angered, someone burned. That was her power. That was her curse.
Ember sighed and bent down to hug the dogs. Nobody could be more loving than the dogs, but it wasn't the same as human love. So she'd been told. "Come on," she said, rolling up the legs of her jeans and starting across a freshly irrigated segment of pasture toward Drina and Ray's house.
The water was cool and ankle-deep. The mud squished deliciously between her bare toes. She heard Joe splashing alongside her, but Lily, the fastidious one, skirted the wetness, barking at Joe to join her. As usual, Joe remained loyal to Ember, trudging along at her left side.
Drina and Ray would have gone to bed by now, pretending they were too old to do anything but sleep. Ember, with her exceptional hearing, knew differently, but went along with their sham so as not to embarrass their retarded daughter. Alandra, at twenty-three, still had an eight-year-old's embarrassment about sex. She had moved in with her parents last year when Ember bought them the ancient adobe to expand the eastern perimeter of the compound. These days, though, Alandra spent most of her time with Lee. Ember was happy for their friendship. She wished they were here tonight.
Early every morning, lying awake in her room, Ember would hear Lee clicking out a poem for Alandra. He would carry the poem to Alandra—"for their sign language lessons." After the lesson, Drina would pack a lunch for "the children" and, using Lee's power of teleporation, they would disappear. When they returned for supper—or like this night, after supper—they'd be carrying a few ounces of gold or silver or platinum to contribute to the compound's bank account.
The Sextet had other means of earning their keep, but Lee wanted to pay his way. Personally, he cared nothing for money, but delighted in the mineral treasures he and Alandra collected: pearly green jadeite from Burma, pale rainbow sanidine from Hungary, translucent pink tourmaline from Brazil, and dozens of others.
The next stop on Ember's nightly circuit would have brought her to Bolton's miniature test track. Tonight, though, thinking of the minerals—of the colors she could never see—Ember felt her loneliness like a crystal shroud, chill and unbreakable. Depressed as she was, she couldn't face George and Bolton's happy diversions. I might return later. Right now, they're testing Bolton's latest rocket. I would be dangerous to hang out with them.
Believing her own rationalization, she stopped before she was close enough for them to see her blond hair in the dark. She cut short her habitual path and headed for her own residence, the house she shared with Bolton's grandmother, Cathy.
When Ember opened the back door, the house echoed its emptiness. Cathy was still visiting friends in the neighborhood. Ember had been invited—she was always invited—but she knew it was only a courtesy. Cathy's friends are lovely old ladies, but don't have much in common with me. Best not to spoil their evenings with a self-pitying grump.
Preceded by the dogs, Ember felt her way carefully into the kitchen. She knew her way by heart, but Lee and Alandra were always carelessly leaving piles of rocks around the house. She sat down at the kitchen table and began fondling some of yesterday's rocks, imagining she could still feel the warmth from the hands of her two dear friends.
Once Joe and Lily realized they were not going to receive treats, they ran out their dog door to complete their own walk, leaving Ember to reflect on how her loneliness had evolved. Art, now in the honeymoon stage with his latest boyfriend, had explained how she had become the Sextet's leader, and that leaders were always a bit lonely. She could accept that, but this loneliness was more than "a bit." When the General tried to recruit us, or murder us, we were forced to work closely together just to survive. Now we feel safe, so we have nothing but the secret of our talents to keep us together.
No, not "us." Be honest. Everyone has somebody, just not me.
The last thing she heard before she dozed off was the swoosh of Bolton's experimental rocket, not the falling rock.
While Ember slept, Bolton made flight after flight of what he called his hybrid rocket plane. For fuel, he packed the combustion chamber with some of the stable's plentiful manure, which George would then convert to guanidine nitrate. Bolton, ever cautious, preferred to have Ember cooling the solid monopropellant for an extra margin of safety, but he didn't dare wake her up. Instead, he wheeled George behind the triple-cinder-block safety barrier. There, he performed his final instrument check, mentally, on the model's embedded control circuitry.
Ready to go, he looked up at the windsock to wait for a momentary lapse in the breeze. The moon was full, and fully distracting. He paused for a moment to imagine one of his rockets making the lunar trip, then spotted the red dot of Mars a handspan away from the moon. He sighed. Probably won't make it that far, not in my lifetime.
He was about to trigger the launch when Mars and the moon winked out. George gasped. Bolton rubbed his eyes, then the reappearing moonlight showed a massive rock suspended about fifty feet above Gina's mansion. In vain, he scanned the sky for the source of the monolith. As far as he could see, it had materialized out of nowhere.
He couldn't estimate the size of the monster until it fell on Gina's house, completely covering the roof. It didn't smash the house, but rather quietly squeezed it into its foundations, grinding everything—ultra-modern kitchen, all six bathrooms, even the indoor pool and spa—into unrecognizable bits and pieces oozing out the sides. Still, it generated enough of a crash to alert the dogs.
Joe and Lily barked vigorously and raced outside. Bolton stared across the moonlit pasture but couldn't see sufficient detail. The dogs are okay, but where is Ember?
Hobbling as quickly as he could towards Cathy's house, he focused his mind on the security controls. He flipped on all the compound's outdoor security lights, then limped after the dogs, screaming Ember's name. Through the kitchen window, he could see Lee and Alandra had arriving and unloading their daily mineral hoard, trying not to awaken Ember. Lee couldn't hear anything, but when he saw the expression on Alandra's face, he ran out of the kitchen and returned dragging a yawning Ember by the elbow. Bolton watched him guide the two women outside, then turned to check on George.
* * * * *
Ember broke away from Lee, heading for Gina's house by the shortest route. Her bare feet hit mud. She slipped, splashing bottom first into shallow water. Something's wrong. This section of pasture isn't due for irrigation tonight.
This is too warm for ditch water. Maybe it's well water? Feeling with her hand, she realized the water was already more than an inch deep. Someone must have broken a pipe.
Straight ahead, she felt intense heat. She heard the popping sound as ripples of flaming gas burbled out through the water. Instinctively, she focused her mind and cooled the flame, then cried out, "Someone cut off the gas! At the main!"
As soon as Ray accepted the task, she turned her attention to Gina's house. She heard several wood scraps burning, sizzling in the shallow lake, but she ignored these and yelled at Bolton to cut off the well pump. She heard Drina shouting something close by. "What happened?" she asked, but Drina had no idea. Alandra was no help either. She was bawling, saying something about rescuing Gina's tropical fish. That left Lee.
Faced with the confusing scene, only Lee seemed to have no trouble realizing what had happened. Even above the din, Ember could hear his fingers rapidly playing chords on his TypeeTalkee. "It's my father," the tiny machine squeaked. "He's trying to kill us again. He's not dead after all."
Bolton interrupted to report the well was now shut down. Panting, he asked, "How can you be so sure, Lee?"
He must have been typing, because the machine's metallic voice responded, "What's the date today?"
Bolton answered impatiently, "What does that have to do with anything?"
"What's the date?" Lee's machine insisted.
Ember checked her braille watch and signed, [August sixteenth. Why is that important?]
Lee's machine voice sounded steely cold. "Because my father knows my mother made me memorize all the saints. Today is Saint Stephen's Day."
Bolton's teeth chattered in the high desert night air. "That's supposed to mean something to me?"
"It's my father's macabre little joke. Saint Steven is the patron saint of stonecutters—"
Ember felt her insides tremble, but she could only imagine Lee's intense emotion—emotion she couldn't see and his talking machine couldn't express.
"That's a joke?" Bolton asked. "It doesn't prove anything. It's just a coincidence."
"Saint Steven is also the patron saint watching over the death of children."
Ever since the Sextet escaped from the General's wilderness hideout in Utah, Ember had waited fearfully for something like this violent message. With the passage of time, however, her fear faded, and she began to believe the General was indeed dead. Troops had searched the rubble from the collapse of the General's network of caverns, finding an abundance of bodies and ruined weapons, but no General. Not that she expected to find a single person buried under millions of tons of crushed and crushing granite, but she would have been relieved to know her nemesis was gone for good.
After two years of quiet living, she had almost convinced the others their archenemy was gone for good. Not Lee, of course. She could never convince Lee. He hated his father too much to ever be rid of him.
Then there was Bolton's Uncle Emory Garland, paranoid by profession. Though the former President had finished his term, replaced by a younger man from the opposition party, Emory Garland remained under Presidential assignment to track down and eradicate the remnants of General Jakes's patriot army—the Sons of the Fathers. Garland would know the meaning of this rock. Garland would not be happy.
Shivering, only partly from her hand on the cold crystals of the fallen rock, Ember knew with certainty that she and Garland had failed. The General was still alive, and all their lives were in danger. Garland's promise to protect the Sextet was useless.
He's obviously found another one like us. Like his son, with the power to throw things anywhere he chooses. Anywhere the General chooses.
On this cold night, she had suffered no physical injury, but she felt the pain in her belly. I thought we were the only ones. How wrong I was. I hope nothing has happened to Gina.
She sniffed the air—a hint of natural gas and acrid smoke stung her nose. I may not be able to see him, but now I know for sure he's still out there. Something about that rock is going to tell us where he is so we can use his attack against him.
If we want protection, we'll have to eliminate the General's threat once and for all. Maybe that's the only way to deal with bullies.
First, we have to leave this place before he throws another rock. Then we'll stop defending and attack.
The day before the General's rock crushed her fancy new home, Gina found herself playing in a private poker game on a prince's yacht off the capital of Qatar in the Arabian Gulf of Bahrain. She had never played poker outdoors before, not serious poker, anyway, but this game was definitely serious—so serious that she only once caught herself thinking about her fabulous new house back in New Mexico. Win here, and I can pay off the entire mortgage.
She'd never played on shipboard, either, and certainly not with a half-million dollar buy-in. That buy-in had stretched Gina's every resource and line of credit, but didn't seem an issue for the other players. Manfred, the chunky sixty-something German banker had covered his fat bare legs and bulbous nose with zinc oxide while they played in the sun after lunch. He lost his stake before tea, bought in two more times at $250,000 a crack, then went all in and lost for the third time before supper. Gina was convinced he was dead money—a player with no chance of winning who simply contributed to the size of the pots. Her theory was confirmed when she learned he was sharing one of the seven staterooms with a Venezuelan pretty boy. She had to admit Ambrosio was attractive, perhaps because he was the only other player of her own generation.
Manfred seemed to be backing Ambrosio, who was definitely not dead money. On the first hand after a sumptuous supper, Ambrosio bullied out Ibrahim, some sort of Saudi royalty. Ibrahim might have been the oldest player, but his age hadn't kept him from appearing at her stateroom door last night trying to cajole his way inside.
Gina's stateroom was one of three on the main deck. The second guest stateroom, next to hers in the aft section, was occupied by Fiona, the fiftyish, meticulously suntanned and wrinkled British heiress. She was Duchess somebody-or-other, but as the only other female player, she seemed to take Gina under a motherly wing, coaching her on both nautical and naughty etiquette. She had come out of her room at two in the morning to shoo Ibrahim away from Gina's door—though whether he went away or into Fiona's room, Gina didn't know and didn't ask.
Fiona was a conservative player, which gave her no real chance of winning but kept her in the game longer than Grigor, the robust oil man from Russia. Grigor gave up after contributing $1,500,000 to the table and consuming almost that much in free refreshments from the Prince's American bar.
Five hands later, Fiona's dwindling pile of chips couldn't sustain her. She wiped out, not willing to buy in for another quarter-million. She excused herself to change, then accompanied Grigor on the power boat into the Doha's West Bay Lagoon for an Indian Independence Day party at the Ritz-Carlton.
Before leaving, she took Gina aside. "Female crew members usually didn't count as chaperones, dear. But Miss Blackwood is different. Khaleel's dealer is not really a servant, so she's an adequate female presence to preserve your reputation unsullied."
Gina probed the dark-eyed, silent, Shaia Blackwood and decided there was something special about her, something she would have to learn about before the game was over.
Fiona's departure brought the game down to three—Gina, Ambrosio, and Prince Khaleel, their host. Khaleel had been more subtle than Ibrahim in his approach last night, inviting Gina to inspect his captain's double stateroom before retiring. She had enjoyed the luxury, but mentally nudged his libido away from the idea of sharing his enormous cushioned bed—without even rewarding him the pleasure of virtual sex. For Gina, combining poker and sex was a perversion—and bad for business, too.
Khaleel and Ambrosio were worthy opponents. Ambrosio was definitely the better player, but Khaleel's luck seemed more than enough to keep him competitive. Around nine o'clock, when fireworks began over the lagoon, Gina began to suspect Shaia was somehow managing to cheat in Khaleel's favor. Over the eight hours they'd been playing, his luck was just too flukey to believe.
Khaleel held the chip lead. There was $6,500,000 on the table, of which Gina held $1,200,000 and Ambrosio held about $2,300,000, leaving Khaleel with approximately $3,000,000. Gina's strategy was to let one of the two men drive the other out, then maintain play and finally propose ending the game while she had two million or more to take home. That result would give her what she wanted, but leave the male egos intact so she might be invited again. She was definitely enjoying every moment of the luxuries, starting from the moment she'd boarded the Prince's luxury Dassault private jet at the Albuquerque Sunport.
By ten-thirty, the air temperature was down to a pleasant 80 degrees and the positions hadn't changed much. The Prince was beginning to look tired, and called a break. Gina retired to her cabin to use her private bathroom, but came back quickly and saw the Prince chatting with Shaia on the foredeck. She picked up a momentary flash of guilt from the Prince, then he stepped away from his dealer. The guilty feeling faded.
Gina decided to watch more carefully for signs of cheating. She asked for a fresh deck—"to change my luck." Shaia opened the deck and offered it for inspection. Gina—who by now was well acquainted with all sorts of crooked decks—could see there was nothing wrong with it. Nor could she detect any flaw in Shaia's smooth dealing.
After a few meaningless hands, Gina decided to ignore the deck and concentrate on the two mens' emotions. They were both concentrating, but Khaleel, though tired, seemed more relaxed and confident. Then, before Shaia dealt the next hand, Gina picked up a surge of masculine confidence from the Prince. Her own two cards were a worthless off-suit black two-four. Nobody raised, so she stayed in for the flop, as did both men.
The flop was seven-eight-nine of hearts, a dangerous flop, and worthless to her. She felt an enormous flood of positive emotion from Ambrosio—though nothing showed on his impassive face. The Prince remained at his high level of confidence. Sensing a battle and holding two worthless cards, Gina dropped out. The Prince raised $200,000. Ambrosio waited a long time, totally hiding his great confidence, called.
Shaia dealt the Turn. Three of clubs. Couldn't help either man. Ambrosio checked, but Gina sensed he was sandbagging, hoping to suck more money out of Khaleel. Khaleel raised $400,000. After a decent hesitation, which he wasn't feeling inside, Ambrosio went all-in.
Now the Prince appeared to be deciding whether to match Ambrosio's large bet, but Gina could feel it was no decision at all. He was going all-in, with complete assurance he was going to win.
After about a minute, Khaleel announced he was calling Ambrosio's bet, which meant Ambrosio, with the smaller chip stack, would be wiped out if he lost. Gina sensed Ambrosio knew he wasn't going to lose. He turned his two hole cards face up—the five and six of hearts, giving him a straight flush. The only way the Prince could beat him was with a higher straight flush, yet Gina sensed the Prince's confidence didn't waver.
The Prince turned his hole cards—Jack of Hearts and Ace of Spades. Not a bad starting hand, but only the remotest chance of beating Ambrosio. The only card that would help him was the ten of hearts, which would give him a straight flush to the Jack. Of the 42 remaining cards, the ten was only one, an almost impossible long shot. Khaleel made a show of groaning desperation, but Gina knew he was sure inside of his impending victory.
Shaia turned the ten of hearts.
Ambrosio was wiped clean, but radiated little emotion as Manfred, whispering in his ear, led him downstairs to their cabin. In view of the cheating, Gina decided to change her goal, hoping to keep the $1,300,000 she now had in front of her. She stretched her arms behind her head—noticing Khaleel's gush of libido as she thrust out her chest—and yawned. "It's been a long and exciting day, Prince. I propose we call it quits and declare you the winner." Better to take home the cash than be cheated penniless.
Khaleel was not distracted. "I also am tired, but quitting is not our practice in these games." He resumed his seat and motioned for Shaia to deal another hand. "We always play until winner takes all."
Once the fires were all out, the gas was capped, and the water was no longer flooding the pasture, Ember panicked. "We can't just stand around here. What if the General throws another rock?"
"Then he won't throw it at the same spot," Bolton said. "So the safest place would be right next to this rock."
"That's too logical for me," Ember said. "Let's head for the far corner of the northwest pasture. There's no buildings over there."
"Better if we left our property altogether," Art said.
If we do that, we leave everything open to Garland's snooping. If he's spying on us, where would we be safe?
Bolton shouted at Alandra. Ember snapped out of her reverie and rushed to Alandra's defense. "Leave her alone, Bolton. Stop picking on her."
"I'm not picking on her. She's decomposing the rock. It'll raise questions about how we did it, questions we don't want to answer."
"I'm saving Gina's fish," Alandra sobbed. "They're under the big rock."
Ember reached Alandra and hugged her warmly. "That's a very good idea, Landra, but I'm sure the poor fish are dead by now."
"Maybe they're not dead. I can take all the oxy-stuff out, and the rock will fall apart. Papa showed me how."
"I'm sure you can, angel, but then the pieces would fall on them and kill them. Except I'm sure they're already dead."
"That bad General killed them, didn't he?" Alandra could barely push the words out through profuse tears.
"We think so."
"He should be punished. You shouldn't kill animals. Animals are our friends. We have to take care of them."
"You're right." Ember took her pseudo-sister's hand and placed it on her own elbow. Will you guide me to the big tree over in the corner, Landra?" She waved in the direction of the northwest pasture. "Then we'll all figure out how to punish the bad men who did this to Gina's fish."
"Okay, but Papa's not here. He'll want to punish them, too."
"Then we'll wait until he gets back. In the meantime, Lee can fetch the minerals you and Lee collected, so I can examine them. I'm way behind."
Alandra led Ember to the picnic table under the giant cottonwood—though both knew Ember didn't need guidance. They sat at the table while Lee fetched their collection. Together, they picked out their favorites, Ember caressing the shapes with her fingers and testing their reactions to heat and cold. The time passed quickly until Ray returned with the news: Nothing else on their fifteen acres had been affected by the rock fall.
One by one, the family returned to announce the completion of their tasks. Bolton, carrying his computer, was the last to arrive. Ember could sense the mounting anxiety in the group. Finally, Drina put all their thoughts into words. "Shouldn't we move farther away from here? What if he drops another rock?"
Everyone's head turned to Lee, assuming he knew his father, the General, best. He asked Drina to repeat what she'd said, then spoke through his machine. "We're as safe here as anywhere. There's no place to hide where a rock can't reach—"
"I can think of some," Bolton argued.
Lee objected. "Okay, maybe there are some, but nothing we can do easily right now. We'd have to plan—"
"I agree with that," said Bolton, seemingly satisfied his contribution had been recognized.
"Then we should stay right here until we have a plan. From the size of that rock, I'd guess my father doesn't have another one ready to go. Or, if he does, he doesn't like to waste ammunition. Until he can perform a damage assessment, I don't think he'll waste another shot."
Ember agreed. Until we've figured out a safer place, there's no point moving around at random. Art says the security system is intact, so we'll know if anyone comes around snooping.
Cathy tried to facilitate a calm discussion, but Drina kept interrupting to ask when they were going to leave. Eventually, they decided their best course was to develop a plan, then move somewhere else before it grew light enough for someone to check the damage. They moved all their vehicles away from the main buildings. For the next few hours, they thrashed out a plan. Lee and Alandra popped back and forth bringing essential items to the cars. Ember kept Drina from interfering with the discussion by commissioning her to pack for their escape, and repack as their plans changed.
The dogs were not as easy to control. They kept racing to the rock and seemed to be having a contest to see which of them could bark loudest. In spite of their best efforts, the rock refused to leave. "Can't you shut them up?" Bolton insisted. "I can't think."
Reluctantly, she sent Lee and Alandra to find long leashes and tie the dogs to the tree. When they stopped barking, Bolton's thinking did seem to improve. Ember could hear Bolton's pride grow as his idea of moving out of harm's way began to swing the balance. She wished he would stop calling it "my plan," but some things about Bolton were just too hard to change.
As the sky lightened, Lee transported himself and Alandra to the Satellite Café, bringing everyone breakfast rolls and fresh cups of coffee, tea, or hot chocolate. To Ember, Bolton described how the bottoms of the morning clouds over Sandia Peak turned red, then pink to announce the impending arrival of the sun. "We'll move when we can see the full solar disk."
She could hear Bolton's impatience to leave, but Ember wanted to inspect some of the stony leviathan's details. "We may not have another chance," she said, just before Lee transported the entire Sextet to the shady side of the rock.
Even in the morning light, the rock was mostly gray, but as the sun inched up behind the mountain, Bolton could distinguish a variety of grays, which he catalogued for Ember. Most of the ten-foot high slab was a uniform grainy moleskin rock, peppered every ten inches or so with a great variety of colored pea-to-lemon-sized stones. The most common embedded materials, and most curious, were natural steel-gray prisms embedded in fist-sized blobs of dull gray matrix. As the sun rose, the prisms on the east side threw back its yellow light, revealing their patterns in more detail.
[Using these prisms, we should easily identify the origin. It's bigger than I could throw] Lee signed as they circled the stone for the twentieth time. When they stopped, he switched to his TypeeTalkee. "I tried to move it, but whoever threw it is much more powerful than I am."
"Though not as accurate," said Bolton. "Look at the distance between the rock and Cathy's house."
"Why do you say that?" Ember asked.
"Because obviously this was intended to crush us in Cathy's house."
"Maybe they were aiming for my sister," George speculated.
Ember could hear Art exploring the scattered wreckage peeking out from under the rock. "Not likely, but even then it missed half the house." A length of aluminum window frame clattered metallically as he tugged it out. "I don't think Lee would have missed dead center."
"We were lucky," George yawned. "They might not miss the next time, especially if they zero in on us."
"Then we have to leave—and keep this near miss secret," Bolton urged. "As long as we can. I think my plan will protect us from this kind of attack."
Ember's sensitive ears picked up the sound of whirling helicopter blades. "Hold onto your plan for later, Bolton. Your secret should last all of a minute or two. Here comes a helicopter. Everyone behind the rock. If it's the General's men, I'm going to bring it down."
Art's meaty hand clamped down on her shoulder. "Don't panic, sweetheart. It's probably the press corps."
Bolton didn't agree. "How would they know about it so fast? Our neighbors are too far away to hear it, and it was amazingly quiet for its size."
Ember laid her hands on the rock and reached up, trying in vain to feel the top. "You can't hide something this big."
"You can, in the dark. Not from you, but other people rely on their sight too much. Maybe I should have let Alandra pulverize it," said Bolton. "She could break it down into Lee-sized pieces, so he could send it into the ocean somewhere."
"Not a good idea, even if we could do it fast enough," Ember countered. "It's already been seen, and we'd have to explain where it went. Besides, we needed to study it. If someone, somewhere, has Lee's power—"
"Not someone," said Bolton. "Who but the General would be looking for some way to crush us? Unless he's developed a throwing machine."
"Okay, it's probably the General, and he's probably found a thrower like Lee, but let's keep a little part of our minds open to other possibilities. It could be someone else." If there are others with our powers, the rock is the least of our problems. Who knows what other powers are out there?
By now, they could all—except Lee—hear the helicopter. A moment later Bolton told Ember he could see it. "According to its khaki camouflage markings, it isn't the press."
Shaia tossed Gina a pitying glance, and Gina could feel the same emotion from inside the attractive dealer. So she knows she was cheating, and it probably isn't the first time. Though the breezes from the Gulf were still balmy, Gina shivered and tucked her cashmere shawl tightly around her shoulders.
Gina had no idea what method Shaia was using to cheat, so if she was going to avoid coming home broke, she'd have to find some way around it—and quickly.
Gina had studied cheating, and she'd coped with cheaters before—card crimpers, chip shorters, collusion bettors, and dozens of other scams. In a way, my own method of manipulating emotions could be considered cheating, though manipulating emotions is what poker was all about. It's just I'm better at it. Much better.
And good enough, she thought, to beat the Prince and his deck-stacking dealer.
"All right," she said at last, tossing aside her shawl. "I'm the newcomer. I guess I have to play the way the locals play."
They continued to play, with no obvious signs—or emotions—of further cheating. Still, she felt the Prince was toying with her, not letting her win, but not trying to cheat her out of the game. Little by little, she cut into his enormous chip stack. Well after one in the morning, she had gained a slight advantage. Now's the time to knock him out by going all in—but only if the cards deal the right opportunity.
Fiona and her Russian friend returned. He wanted to watch the climax, but Fiona claimed it was too cold to remain outside. They agreed to move into the smaller of the two saloons, smaller only in comparison to the other, not to Gina's living room. The furnishings were limed oak with rich powder blue upholstery, sculpted beige carpeting, marble pillars, warmly lighted paintings and a hand-painted ceiling. Shaia brought everyone fresh drinks while two crewmen set up the table and spectator chairs. Gina spent a few minutes in her bathroom, then returned and sat down, asking for a fresh deck of cards.
Gina noticed Shaia and the Prince were now trying to set her up for another cheat. She was dealt one superior hand after another, tempting her to venture huge bets, but feeling Khaleel's emotions, she knew each hand was a trap. She had her strategy ready, and she stayed out of their traps. After a while, the two cheaters abandoned their tactic and began playing straight, probably to allay suspicion.
Gina was dealt a Jack of spades-eight of hearts, then flopped a three of diamonds-eight of clubs-Jack of diamonds. That made two pair going into the turn. Khaleel revealed some pleasure in the flop, and bet $200,000. Gina feared he might be holding a pair of Jacks to match the Jack on the flop, or maybe two diamonds, but he wasn't sufficiently pleased, so she called his bet.
The turn came up the Jack of hearts. Now Gina had a full house, and even if the Prince had the other Jack, or the pair of diamonds and drew a flush, no possible hand could beat her. She made a $200,000 bet. The Prince called.
Shaia turned over the river card. Four of diamonds. Gina felt the Prince's pleasure, mixed with a fair amount of caution. He must have caught the flush, but cheater or not, he was a sharp player and aware she could still beat him. She stared at the Prince's face as if she were trying to read some tell. Inside, however, she was using her power to project confidence into his emotional stream. Arrogance. Male superiority. And absolute certainty.
He smiled across the table, glanced at Fiona and Grigor, then pushed all his chips forward with both manicured hands. "All in," he announced, triumph in his voice.
"I call," said Gina softly, pushing her chips forward and revealing her unbeatable full house. "I guess that does it."
Seeing over six million dollars on the table and being bombarded with waves of intense negative feelings from her host, Gina was having trouble controlling her own emotions. Fiona stepped forward with a congratulatory hug, which Gina gratefully accepted. Looking over the Duchess's shoulder, Gina was able to see Khaleel glowering at Shaia. Then he wiped a smile onto his face and stepped around the table to shake Gina's hand. "Well done, my dear. Now, we have another little tradition you may not know about."
"Oh," said Gina. What now? She smiled her most gracious smile and simply said, "How interesting. What is it?"
"The last man out has the privilege of asking for a game of double or nothing." He sounded completely sincere, but Gina sensed both Fiona and Grigor's puzzlement. He's making it up, but they aren't going to question their host.
"I'm so tired." She fluttered her lashes. "Perhaps you would be so gracious as not to invoke your privilege on a weak woman." I could force him to do it, but I'm pissed. Let him cook in his own sauce.
He sighed. "Ah, my dear, I too am tired, but if we don't keep our traditions, what will happen to our friendly game in the future."
Gina looked at the chips on the table. "I believe there's $6,500,000 in cash behind those chips. Do you have another $6,500,000 on board to match it?"
The Prince laughed. "Not in my wallet. Just credit cards."
"In that case, unfortunately, we can't play double-or-nothing." Gina started to move toward her room.
"Ah, but I can put up an equivalent piece of property."
Gina scanned the room. The paintings were originals, but nothing that valuable would be kept on shipboard, subject to the salt air and humidity, not even by a Prince. "What did you have in mind? This … boat."
"It's called a yacht, my dear, and it's worth a bit more than that. I was thinking of my Dassault. I saw how much you liked it."
She had liked the luxurious plane. She had fantasized about having one of her own—one Ember could use, too, to fly kids to Odilia clinic and back home. She was tempted. "I would think it's worth much more, too, but I don't really know the price of airplanes."
"Well, it's probably worth somewhat more, …" He yawned without covering his mouth. " … though I, too, don't concern myself with prices. If you're concerned about cheating me …" She caught the humor underneath this statement. " …you could throw a little extra in the pot."
"Did you have something particular in mind?" The lechery she sensed had given her a good idea what that might be.
"If you win, the plane—and the money—is yours. If I win, I take the money … and you spend the next three nights with me in my cabin." His smiled disingenuously.
She laughed, ignoring Fiona's tiny head shake. He's calling me a whore, but for that price, he can say what he wants. Especially since there's no way he can win the bet. Besides, who knows what he'll do if I antagonize him. It's his boat, and I can't swim all the way to shore. "Hah. I don't think I'm worth it, but if that's your idea of pleasure, who am I to argue with a man's taste." She lowered her eyes seductively. "If you win, of course."
So, the game was on, and he didn't win. Gina was merciless, causing him to play like a stupid amateur. The outcome was decided an hour before the final chip was thrown, but she made him suffer every hand of the last hour. When it was officially over, he put on a face of good sportsmanship, but as soon as she was out of sight, she could feel his rage pounding against Shaia, even if she hadn't heard him shouting.
The next morning, the Prince signed over the Dassault and handed Gina the keys to the strongboxes full of cash. Minutes after he left for the mainland on his powerboat, Shaia approached Gina, head bowed humbly. "He was cheating you, but I suppose you figured that out."
"Yes, I did, though I don't know how."
"That doesn't matter. He fired me last night. I'm stranded in this godforsaken little male-chauvinist country, with nothing."
Gina knew Shaia was telling the truth. This was no further cheat. "Would you like a ride somewhere … on my new airplane?"
"I would like a ride very much."
"Where would you like to go?"
"To the United States. I am a Romy, but I am an American citizen."
Romy? Gina was curious, but she was more curious about what had happened last night. "One condition."
"And that is …?"
"You must tell me how you were cheating."
With a final clattering sound, the khaki helicopter settled in the far corner of the pasture, still inside the compound wall. Ember commanded Joe and Lily to come to her and stay. They obeyed instantly, but continued to bark until Alandra shushed them. Art cautioned everyone to try not to react to the four armed men who jumped out, covering the area. They were followed by a wiry man in a gray suit.
"Shit," said Bolton, "I should have known my uncle would show up. How does he move around so fast?"
"I'm sure they're still watching your compound," said Art, "if only by satellite. Garland would have known about the rock within minutes."
"Even when it was dark?" said Drina.
"Oh, their satellites can see in the dark, especially since this thing was thirty degrees cooler than the pasture. It would have showed up like a lime popsicle on a pepperoni pizza." He dropped his voice to a whisper. "Okay, here he comes. Usual rules. Don't anybody volunteer anything."
Garland swaggered over, tossing the merest nod in his nephew's direction, then proceeded to walk slowly around the entire eighty-foot square before stopping in front of Ember. "Hello, Ms. Collins, it's Emory Garland."
Ember extended her hand toward his voice. "Good morning, Garland. What brings you to our humble abode this morning? Trespassing on private property?"
Garland shook her hand, then emitted a sound as close to a laugh as Ember had ever heard from him. "National security, or perhaps your friends didn't tell you. Somebody delivered an Easter egg on your lawn last night."
Ember could hear another helicopter, no, two, approaching. "No, they did tell me, but they didn't say it was an egg. Is it decorated?"
"That was a figure of speech. I believe it's a weapon, intended to kill you."
Ember placed both hands on her chest and cocked her head to one side, innocently. "Who would want to kill us?"
"Very funny. We all know who this has to be—who's the only one who can throw rocks like this."
So, there's was one positive effect of this rock crushing Gina's house. It will remove any lingering suspicion one of us has been throwing the General's rocks.
Garland looked over the rock again. "Evidently, he's been practicing. This one is the biggest so far. Hundreds of tons, if I can believe my geologists …" He paused to watch two other military helicopters landing on the pasture, "...who, by the way, are coming to study your rock."
"We didn't invite you," said Bolton, angrily. "How about you leave our private property?"
Ember put her finger to her lips. "Bolton, that's no way to speak to your uncle. Besides, I made an agreement we would cooperate in our protection. Perhaps you should take the dogs inside and feed them their breakfast."
Bolton grumbled something, but took the hint. Ember turned her attention back to their visitor. "By all means, Garland, have your people look all they want. Then you may leave our property."
"Don't worry, Ms. Collins, we won't be staying long. For all we know, another Easter egg could be following this one. I'd like all of you to join me in the helicopters so we can take you someplace safe." He looked at George. "I can't afford to lose you."
Ember put on her best smile. "That's very considerate of you, Garland. However, we have other plans. Besides, if someone wants to drop a mountain on us, where could you hide us?"
"Anyplace but here, as long as … our friend … doesn't know where you are."
"Well, obviously, our friend, as you call him, doesn't know where we are or we would now be pancakes under the rock. Which reminds me, I'm not being much of a hostess. Would you like to come inside for some hot breakfast while your scientists do their work? I'm afraid our breakfast is getting cold." I could heat it myself, but he doesn't need to know. She smiled to herself. "We have to eat and run."
"Where are you going?"
"Oh, just to the airport to meet Dr. Red Bear's sister in her new airplane. Wasn't it fortunate she wasn't at home when the Easter egg was delivered to her address?"
"This time, yes. I'm afraid we'll have to follow you to the airport to arrange for your future protection. It's part of our bargain, yes?"
Having lost his plane, Khaleel had rather ungraciously assured Gina he had several others—better ones—and fired his pilot on the spot. Gina needed a pilot, so she'd offered Randy Strakanovitch, the Prince's senior pilot, a generous cash bonus to work for her, at least for the next month. After persuading her to hire his friend and copilot, Ed Bromley, Randy took her offer. She hadn't even needed to use her coercive power. The two men were evidently as relieved as Shaia to be free of the Prince's employ.
Gina didn't sleep well all night, worried the Prince would somehow renege on the deal. Though she awakened early, Shaia was already up, her small suitcase packed, ready for the ten-minute powerboat ride to shore and a twenty-minute taxi-ride to the tiny Doha International Airport. Randy was waiting, standing at attention to meet them in front of the sleek plane.
Gina impatiently studied the exterior of her Dassault for nicks and scratches for fifteen minutes while a ground crew topped off the fuel. When the plane was finally available for boarding, Randy led Gina and Shaia on an impressive tour of the twelve-passenger jet, its capacity reduced to eight to create a larger work space and two tiny sleeping compartments. When Ed announced preparation for takeoff, they truncated the tour and strapped themselves into tan leather seats around a walnut worktable. None of them wanted to spend another minute in Qatar, in case the Prince changed his mind.
"Can we finish the tour later?"
"Of course," said Randy with a small bow. "You're the owner. Your wish is our command."
"I don't like the idea of commanding anyone," Gina said, knowing she could command anyone mentally if she chose. "I think you won't mind if I command you to serve all four of us some lunch at the earliest safe moment. Once we're out of Qatar airspace, of course. I hope you have food on board. We didn't want to wait around for breakfast."
"I understand. We always have food on board. We don't just fly the plane. That's the easy part. We do whatever is necessary to satisfy the owner—and that's you. I just hope our menu is to your taste."
When the Dassault reached cruising altitude, Ed served a lunch of cold salmon sandwiches, handmade potato chips, and celery slices with walnut cream cheese—all to Gina's taste. She and Shaia dined in silence, then remained mum while Shaia gazed out the window at the featureless desert below. Randy came back into the cabin, served them fresh coffee and a tray of rich pastries for dessert.
When they were finished and the dishes cleared away, he reviewed their flight plan with his new owner. They would refuel at Gatwick near London, then hop the Atlantic and enter the United States at Philadelphia, which was less congested than New York or Washington.
"Unless, Ma'am, you'd like to stop for some shopping in New York. The Prince's wives often did so."
"I'm not 'Ma'am.' I'm Gina. If my first name troubles you, you can call me Miss Red Bear—but only when we're in company. In private, it's Gina. Okay?"
Randy glanced at Shaia, who was now dozing with her head against one side of the leather armchair, People magazine in her lap.
"Shaia's not company," Gina said. "Not for this flight, anyway. And no shopping. I want to return to New Mexico as soon as possible so you can train my friends to fly this … what do we call it?"
"Plane is fine. Or aircraft. Really, you can call her anything you wish. You're the owner."
"Does she have a name?"
"The Prince called her …" He uttered an unpronounceable Arabic name.
"We'll have to change that. Can we do that?"
"Of course. The name is just informal. The important thing is the number."
"I'm thinking of calling her 'Full House.' You let me know if that's not seemly for an … airplane."
"It's a wonderful name. I … uh … heard how you acquired her."
"So news travels fast?"
"Not all news, but anytime the Prince loses, it's big news."
"Well, while you're my pilot—and tell Ed, too. I don't want you spreading news about my winnings and losings—or anything else—unless I specifically tell you to. No exceptions. This is a job-breaker."
Randy returned to the cabin, and Gina let Shaia sleep all the way to Gatwick. The formalities on the ground were less than she'd expected—cash, as usual, seemed to facilitate service—and soon they were having supper over the Atlantic. "All right, Shaia, it's time you paid your fare, in case you want to leave us in Philadelphia."
Shaia knew what she meant, but seemed to be of two minds. Literally. When Gina probed her emotions, she felt something she had never previously sensed. She was certainly familiar with mixed emotions, but inside Shaia, the emotions were not only mixed—reluctance, anxiety, pride, deception—but somehow seemed to be doubled, like an echo.
There's more to this woman than meets the eye, and I don't like mysteries. "How about it, Shaia, how did the Prince manage to cheat?"
Gina could feel Shaia's emotions turn to determination. "I stacked the deck for him." The same determination sounded in her voice.
"Well, of course you did, Shaia. I knew that. But how did you stack the deck? I thought I was rather good at spotting card cheats."
Shaia shook her head, setting her large dangling gold earrings tinkling. "That wasn't our bargain. You said I had to tell you how I was cheating, and I just did. I stacked the deck."
"Sorry, lady, but that's not what I meant, and you know it."
"It's what I promised. What are you going to do, throw me overboard?"
"Believe me, drowning would be kind compared to what I could do." She began to exert gentle pressure on Shaia's mind. "I'll tell you what. I'm willing to be sporting about this. There are cards in the cupboard. Fresh decks. You do some stacked dealing while I watch. If I can't figure out what you're doing, then I'll consider your fare paid. All right?"
Gina could feel Shaia's immense relief, doubled, though nothing showed on her face. "Agreed," she said, and slipped out of her chair to fetch the cards. She hesitated for a moment at the cupboard with her back to Gina.
"Turn around," Gina ordered. "Don't break the seals. I have to see everything you do."
Shaia did as instructed, and brought a fresh pack of blue Bicycles to the table. Gina took them, inspected the pack, then broke the seal, being careful to notice the exact pattern of the tear. Then she checked the cards themselves, finding nothing out of the ordinary, but wishing her brother were here, or Alandra, to examine them chemically.
As satisfied as she was going to be, she handed the deck to Shaia, noticing the gold bracelet that matched her earrings and wondering if the jewelry was part of the scam. She grabbed Shaia's wrist. "Let me see your bracelet. I've been admiring your jewelry—last night, too. You have a sensational collection."
Shaia yielded her wrist easily, with no emotion Gina could detect except doubled pride. "Thank you. I made it myself."
Gina examined the bracelet, a curiously interwoven chain of gold links. "I've never seen anything quite like this."
"Yes, it's my hobby. More than a hobby, really. I've tried to do it for a living, but I'm not very good at marketing. That's why was working as a dealer."
Gina released her wrist, seeing nothing sinister in the bracelet nor Shaia's feelings about it. Her emotions said she genuinely loved making jewelry, and Gina knew emotions didn't lie. "Do you work in other materials? This—and the earrings—seem to be all gold. No silver? No gems?"
"No, just gold. Gold has always been special for me. Maybe it's my Roma background—"
"Roma? You said something last night. You're Italian?"
"Not Rome. Roma. You call us Gypsies. My family brought me up on gold jewelry."
"In the United States?"
"Of course. There are a million of us … Gypsies … in the United States."
"I didn't know that. Where were you brought up?"
"Oh, here and there. We do move around a lot. What about you?"
"In Nebraska. I'm half American Indian."
"Oh, we were in Nebraska sometimes. I like the Indians. We Roma have a lot in common with them—"
"Outsiders, for one thing."
Shaia laughed, showing her large, perfect white teeth. "You understand."
"More than you know. Anyway, let's resume the cheating demonstration. How about you deal me four aces and you a straight flush. Five cards each."
"Right." Shaia shuffled the cards thoroughly, then offered them to Gina to cut. Gina watched every move, and cut carefully. She couldn't see anything amiss, but while Shaia held the deck for a moment before dealing, she felt a curious shift in her emotions. The shift lasted just for an instant, then Shaia dealt cards alternately to Gina and herself, face up. Four aces and a king to Gina. Nine-ten-Jack-Queen-King of Diamonds to herself.
Gina could feel the triumph in Shaia's mind, doubled like all the other emotions. She picked up the Ace of Hearts and pretended to study it. "Find another deck of a different color, if we have one."
Shaia went to fetch the deck from the Prince's ample supply, and while her back was turned, Gina scratched an indentation in the Ace with her fingernail. It was the crudest sort of marking, but she suspected it might be adequate to test her theory. She picked up the two dealt hands and shuffled them back into the deck.
Shaia returned with a fresh red deck. Gina instructed her to deal several other hands with the red deck, which she did perfectly, showing the strange emotional pattern each time. "Okay, now let's try the blue deck again." She handed the cards to Shaia. "I'd like to see you deal four royal flushes. Face up."
Shaia shuffled, Gina cut, and the four hands were dealt perfectly to specification. Gina made sounds of awe, then casually picked up the Heart royal flush as if in disbelief. Shaia showed no emotion of alarm as Gina inspected the Ace. It had no mark.
"All right, Shaia, I understand now. You're switching decks."
Shaia laughed confidently. "No, I'm not." Gina sensed this was a half-truth—a doubled half-truth. "There is no other blue deck in this room." She held out her arms, her bracelet jangling. "Please, search me if you'd like."
"As much fun as searching you would be, I don't think it will be necessary. I just need to ask you a couple of questions."
A tendril of concern slipped, double, into Shaia's mind. "Sure. Ask away."
"First, show me your passport."
The tendril fattened as Shaia extracted her US passport from her purse and handed it to Gina. "I notice," said Gina, as she set down the passport, "that you're a month younger than I am."
"Oh?" Gina felt Shaia's doubled puzzlement. "That's an interesting coincidence."
"Yes, interesting. You were born in Red Oak, Iowa?"
"Yes. Were you born in Iowa, too?"
"No, but close to there. Did your parents live in Nebraska—maybe near Lincoln—when you were conceived?"
Now Shaia's concern grew, laden with puzzlement. Gina could feel her considering lying, then dropping the idea. "Yes, in fact, they did. How did you know that?"
"Just a lucky guess. This must be my lucky week."
Shaia looked around at the lavish furnishings of the Dassault. "Apparently it is. So, are we done now? Have I earned my fare?"
Gina smiled, trying to frame her last question in a friendly, non-threatening way. "Just one more thing. Then we're done. I suppose I've already met her, …" Shaia's entire emotional spectrum shot off the scale." … but I'd like you to introduce me to your sister."
Gina surveyed the unfamiliar eastern profile of the Sandias as her new acquisition reduced its altitude for its approach to Double Eagle Airport. She'd never had this good a view of a landing, allowed to sit, as proud owner, between the pilot and copilot. As they crossed the crest of the mountain, Gina saw the squares pattern of the City of Albuquerque, cut irregularly by the green swatch of the Rio Grande Bosque. She searched the horizon for the volcano dimples near the private landing field.
She had wired ahead from the Dassault, and the whole gang was there to meet Shaia at Double Eagle airport, including Garland and his helicopters. Since she had been picked up by the same plane a week earlier, Gina knew they wouldn't be expecting anything extraordinary. She was eager to impress them, but before she could announce her news and introduce Shaia all around, they mobbed her with frightened tales of the rock crushing her new home. She cried when George showed her pictures of the wreckage on his cell phone. The three government helicopters surrounding her plane convinced her the pictures weren't just another of George's Photoshop jokes.
Trying to stay calm, she told herself the house could be rebuilt, though she couldn't rid herself of the feeling of violation in the pit of her stomach. She mentally quieted everyone until her pilots had rented a car and departed for a day of rest. Not wanting anyone to say any more until their privacy was assured, she motioned Art and Bolton inside to check the plane for bugs and other unwanted devices. If Garland had them bugged, he would hear nothing but idle chatter.
As they waited outside, shaded by the wing to protect them from the blistering August sun, Gina casually introduced the scene for Shaia. The private airport wasn't much—four long narrow hangers, red, yellow, blue, and gray, with a scattering of small planes tied down outside on the apron, a small prefab steel office building, and one spherical white water tower. A larger cylindrical sand-colored storage tank stood on the ground—presumably fuel storage because of the way it was placed well away from the other buildings.
Scattered on the barren landscape around them were the black breast-shaped cones of several ancient volcanoes. Gina didn't know their names, but for Shaia she identified Mt. Taylor, a hundred miles west, the Sangre de Cristos, seventy miles to the north, the Manzanos, fifty miles southeast, and, of course, Sandia Mountain dominating the eastern view past the city of Albuquerque.
Art stuck his head out the Dassault's door and signaled all-clear. Gina waved the others inside. While Art and Ray carried George's wheelchair up the stairs, Gina began conducting a tour her newest trophy and telling about winning the cash. While they oohed and aahed at the furnishings, Gina turned over custody of the cash boxes to Art, who whistled when he checked their contents. "It'll be a lot less after I've paid the taxes," Gina said dismissively. "I had to declare them when we stopped in Philadelphia." I might have persuaded the bureaucrats the boxes weren't significant, but I can afford the taxes. There's more where that came from.
Bolton emerged from the forward cabin where he'd been lovingly inspecting the instruments and controls. "I can see why you don't seem very upset about losing your house. That's quite a haul. A plane plus more than six mil for gas. You could buy another house, better than the original."
"Come here, darling, and sit on the couch." She patted the place beside her and placed his hand in Shaia's. "The plane and the cash are the least of it."
"I'm sure it's very exciting, sweetheart, but could we meet your flight attendant later? Maybe you could give her the day off, too, with the pilots. Don't you understand the implications? The … uh … General is back."
"I figured it was something like that, from all the fear I could feel." She kissed his forehead, then his nose. "Be patient, darling. First I have to tell you something more important."
"What could be more important than the General?" He looked suspiciously at Shaia. "Excuse me, Miss, but we really need to talk in private."
Shaia started to rise, but Gina held her back. "No, Bolton, we don't. Shaia is not, as you put it, my 'flight attendant.' She's the real treasure I'm bringing back—half of it anyway—and worth more than the plane and the money."
Bolton's puzzlement wrinkled his face. The others stopped chattering about the plane so they could hear Gina. "She's like us, Bolton. Conceived in Lincoln and all the other stuff."
Bolton's entire body tensed in disbelief. "She can't be. I was sure I had found them all. How could I have missed her?"
Ember chimed in, unable to resist a dig at her ex-boyfriend. "Whenever you're too sure of yourself, Bolton, you make mistakes. Haven't you noticed that?"
"You're not exactly perfect—" Bolton started to say.
Cathy stood up and T-ed her fingers. "Knock it off, you guys. We must transfer to a safe place, but I want to hear about Shaia first." She turned to face their new addition. "I'm Cathy. Bolton's grandmother. Nothing special about me, but I'm pleased to meet another one of you special people."
George twitched in his wheelchair. "I'm George. Gina's brother. Twins, though I'm the better looking one." Gina started to protest, but George waved her aside. "Don't concern yourself, Sis. What's wrong with a little imperfection? We're all defectives of one sort or another. What's yours, Shaia?"
Shaia's whole face furrowed as her eyes flicked rapidly from one to another. "This is way over my head. What are you talking about?"
Gina took her hand between both of her own. "We all have birth defects of some sort or another. That is, all of us I told you about. Ember. Bolton. George. Lee. Alandra. Plus me, of course. Now they're wondering what your defect is."
"Yeah," said George, scanning lasciviously over Shaia's long legs and full bosom. "You look perfect to me. Must be something that doesn't show. Tattoos?"
Gina threw her brother a contemptuous look. "Save your jokes for someone else, bro. Shaia doesn't blush easily—not like Ember."
Indeed, Ember was blushing now. Shaia wasn't. Instead, she snapped back with smiling retort. "No tattoos, George. I'll bet you have some, though. Ones you don't want me to see." Now George was blushing, but Shaia pressed on. "I'm far from perfect, but it doesn't show. For one thing, I'm completely color blind."
"That's supposed to happen only in men," said Bolton.
"Wrong again, Bolton."
"Not completely wrong, Ember." Shaia said. "It's rather rare in women, but I have it quite bad. Red-green and yellow-blue."
"Does it give you problems?" Cathy asked.
"Not much. Not now. I'd always wanted to be a pilot, and color-blindness disqualified me."
"Speaking of pilots," Gina said, "I hope some of you are willing to be trained." Art, Ray, and Bolton shot their hands in the air. So did George.
"Sorry, George, but I don't think you'd pass the physical. Once we have all our own pilots, I might let you sit in the second chair and pretend you're flying. You, too, Shaia. If you join us, I'll let you fly my plane, even if you can't qualify for a license."
Shaia looked dubious. "What's involved in joining you? I'm not the kind of person who joins things. What kind of organization is this anyway? What's this danger you're all jabbering about?"
"I'll try to explain," said Ember.
"Your colorblindness is as good a lead in as any," Gina said. "Ember's eyes are defective from birth. How come your eyes are defective?"
"I was born that way, too."
Ember said, "Gina says you were born with a special talent, though we don't know what it is. So, in a way, your weakness came from your strength. Or vice versa."
"I guess you could say that."
"Sure. That's the way we all are. The six of us. Something happened to each of us when we were conceived—which seems to have happened on the same day in Lincoln. Same as you, apparently. Something gave us each a great strength, but also left us deformed. I'm blind. Not color blind, but completely unable to see ordinary light. George can hardly move; Bolton has one leg that's practically useless."
She held up her hand to forestall Bolton's predictable protest. "Lee is deaf, and Alandra can't do arithmetic very well. Even Gina is broken, though her problems aren't so visible."
Shaia nodded. "I can see you're all strong-willed. Resolute. Is that what you mean?"
"Not really." Ember rubbed her jaw. "This is the hard part."
Cathy had been watching this whole process with professional interest. "Why don't you show her? I didn't believe any of it until Bolton first showed me."
"Thanks, Cathy," Ember said, turning towards Shaia. "Cathy is our facilitator. That's her special talent, and she's not deformed in any way."
"Just old," said Cathy.
"Baloney," Gina challenged. Over the past months, she had grown to appreciate the way Cathy moderated their many conflicts. "In many ways you're the youngest of us all."
Cathy said nothing, so Ember turned again to Shaia. "Are you holding your coffee cup? I can smell the coffee."
"Yes."
"Is it still hot?"
She put the cup to her lips. "Just lukewarm."
"Are you sure? Taste it again. Careful, though."
She lifted the cup again. "Ow! It's scalding."
"Oh, really? I thought it was iced coffee. Try it again."
She complied, more cautiously this time, then uttered a startled, "Huh?"
"What's wrong?"
"It's frozen solid. Not iced coffee, but coffee ice. How did you do that?"
"That's my power, Shaia. I can focus on things and turn them hot or cold, just with my mind. I can even run a steam car without fuel, just by boiling the water."
She held up the cup and examined the bottom. "This has to be a trick cup, right? I've been around quite a few magicians—was one myself for a while."
"No trick," said George. "Besides, my real tricks are different. Ember, make her coffee normal temperature."
"Already done."
"Thanks. Shaia, do you take sugar in your coffee?"
"No, I like it black. Like my hair."
"You're sweet, too," George said.
"That may or may not be, George, but not my coffee."
"Are you sure," asked George. "Why don't you taste it?"
"Of course I'm …" She froze with the cup to her lips. "Okay, how did you slip the sugar into my coffee?"
"I didn't slip it in. I made it."
"Made it? How do you make sugar?"
"The same way Ember heats and cools things. With my mind."
Shaia appealed to Cathy. "Tell me they're making all this up."
"I wish I could, Shaia, but it's all true. George can synthesize organic molecules with his mind, Ember can create hot and cold with her mind, and you haven't even heard what Bolton can do. Or Lee. Or Alandra. Or Gina."
"I'm afraid to ask."
"Maybe that's enough for one day," Bolton said. "We must head for a safer place. Now. Let's leave me out of this for a while. Gina, too."
"I've already told her about my power," Gina said. "That's how I found out about hers."
Shaia stood up and pulled one leg behind her back, stretching her knee. Gina sensed her pain, probably from too much sitting. "So why are you letting me in on this?" Shaia asked. "I may be damaged goods, too, and Gina knows I have special powers, though they're nothing like yours. I can't change anything."
"That's true," Gina agreed, "but what you do is even more sensational. How about a demonstration?"
"I … I'm not sure."
Gina felt Shaia's apprehension growing. She looked in Shaia's eyes and offered her mind a mild, calming nudge.
"Oh, all right," Shaia shrugged, "since you know anyway. What do you want me to do?"
"How about you introduce them to your sister?"
"All right." As she was speaking, without missing a syllable, Shaia's jeans-and-t-shirt outfit suddenly changed into a blue running suit.
George banged his empty coffee cup on his tray, his eyes wide. "Wow! You're a quick-change artist. Do it again. I wasn't watching carefully. Maybe next time I'll be quick enough to see some marvelous tattoo-free flesh."
Gina tossed her brother a sharp mental reprimand. "Sorry, bro. There was no flesh to be seen. Shaia just changed places with her sister."
"Oh," was all George could say. He blinked three times, then recovered himself. "Hello, Shaia's sister. I'm George. What's your name?"
"Shaia."
"No, I mean your sister's name."
"She's Shaia, too."
"Then how can people tell you apart?"
"They can't." Shaia grinned. "That's the point. We're identical."
Bolton slapped his forehead. "I understand. You're twins, and you really are identical—in a quantum sense. So you're utterly interchangeable. String theory predicts …" He glanced defensively at Ember. "… I think."
"Is that why?" Shaia asked, changing back to her jeans outfit, now holding a red apple in her hand. "I never understood. I never had anybody I could ask, because nobody knows—nobody but you … freaks."
"We can explore the theory later," said Bolton, "if you know some physics. How long have you been able to do this?"
"Since I was twelve."
"Wait a minute," George said. "I want to know why you have only one name."
"That's because my father wanted me to have only one identity. We're Roma people … Gypsies, you would say. Some of us do tricks for a living, and my father … well, he saw some real possibilities with identical twins. I was born at home, and he only registered one birth, to keep my two identical selves secret. He invented all sorts of tricks for me."
Bolton held up both his index fingers, side by side. "Tricks just based on your identical appearance, not on your ability to switch places?"
"Right. That ability hadn't materialized yet."
"Let me get this straight," said Cathy. "One of you could be here and the other in, say, Pomona, but you could interchange yourselves—" She snapped her fingers. "—just like that?"
"That's right. We can do it with our clothing." Her outfit changed for a moment, then changed back. "Or inside out clothing." She didn't seem to change, except she was now holding a toy teddy bear in her hand. "Or carrying objects or not." She waved the teddy bear. If I don't carry anything, but exchange clothes, you can't tell I've changed at all."
"Awesome," said George. "With all sorts of possibilities."
"Which is why, once I found out, I never told my father. He was rather … oppressive … so as soon as I could, I set out on my own. Nobody knew."
"Not even the Prince?" Gina asked.
"No, he just thought I was using sleight-of-hand for crooked dealing."
Bolton nodded his understanding. "You were really switching decks, right?"
"Right. I had two identical decks, so the one of me who was offline somewhere—Pomona, maybe, or Paris—could stack the deck to deal exactly what the Prince wanted."
Bolton clapped his hands. "So you must be able to communicate what cards you needed."
"We can, but we didn't have to. The one of me at the table on the ship could switch to Pomona, stack the deck, and switch back to the ship. As long as I switched quickly enough, nobody would notice anything strange."
"Wow," said George. "What a neat trick."
Shaia yawned. "I suppose. There's more than one way to earn a living when you can—"
"Switch places," Ember said. "Yes, we all can use our powers to generate more-or-less unlimited amounts of money. Our Bolton beat the Vegas slot machines for a million dollars."
Shaia whistled appreciatively. "I can see the possibilities—especially since I saw Gina clean out the Prince. My stuff is just chicken feed compared to you."
"Maybe up until now," Ember said, "but I can see your possibilities, too. That's why I'd love it if you joined us. We can just be freaks, or we can be Stringers, doing great things for humanity."
"I'm not sure, honestly." Shaia toyed with her bracelet. "I've always avoided entanglements. There are problems."
"I'll say," said George. "If you joined, we'd have to have a new name, and would it be the String Septet or the Octet?"
"That's the least of our problems, George." Ember reached out to Shaia, first bumping her belly before finding her bare forearm. "You don't have to decide right away. Stay with us while we plan and prepare. Maybe we all need to know each other better. Right now, we have to figure out how to stay alive with people dropping rocks on us."
Someone knocked on the Dassault's door. "And how," Ember added, "to deal with our own government trying to protect us."
The last thing Gina wanted to do at this moment was deal with Garland, but George had threatened to leave the Stringers if he couldn't continue to work with the government. Ember wanted to solve the problem of falling rocks, but Gina took her into the pilot's cabin and closed the door. "Garland knows how to appeal to my brother's ego."
"A name won't help if he's squashed flat," Ember pleaded.
"I agree, but if George quits the Stringers, we have much less chance of find and defeating the General."
"So what are you proposing?"
"Let's you and I invite Garland to my house—"
"Your house is a pancake."
For a moment, Gina's throat was so thick she couldn't answer, then she stiffened her resolve. "You're right again. We don't dare stay here. So how about I use some of my winnings to treat everyone to a stay at Tamaya?"
"Will they allow the dogs?"
"I don't know their policies, but I'm sure I can persuade the resort manager."
"I'm sure you can. So how about you persuade Garland to take us over in one of his helicopters. We need to have George's business settled so we can work on the real problem."
It took the helicopter only minutes to land at the Tamaya Hyatt Regency Resort, a few miles north of the airport, on the Santa Ana reservation. Gina quickly arranged a collection of suites for the whole family, registered under an assumed name, then found a place to sit under a beach umbrella next to the perfectly circular pool in the Grand Courtyard between the two main umber-colored pueblo-style buildings. Her plan was simple: Ember would negotiate, while Gina herself would guide Garland's decisions.
None of the other guests were in the vicinity. Garland stationed two of his agents at the entrances to the walled pool area to ensure privacy while they discussed their plans. Gina sat beside Garland in one of two white lounge chairs, shaded by the umbrella. Ember completed the triangle by seating herself in the sun, between them and the pool. She centered herself on the gurgle of recirculating water—her skin welcoming the moist air.
Ember immediately put Garland on the defensive. "Needless to say, we're all very upset about the rock in our pasture. If you thought you were offering us security as part of our exchange, you let us down. Badly."
Lily finished exploring the pool area and sniffed Garland, then lay down in Ember's shadow. Garland stiffened until the dog was safely away from exploring his leg. "I won't argue the point, Ms. Collins. We did let you down. No, I let you down. I suspected the General was still around, but I underestimated his ability to act against you. It's been a long time since he threw any rocks or bombs. I'm not making excuses, but how can we defend you against an opponent you can't see?"
Ember chuckled at the obvious opening. "You know I know something about that. You saw me do it in the dojo."
Joe returned from his own security patrol and began to inspect Garland, who pulled back and stiffened again as Joe examined his shoes. Gina patted her thigh to attract the dog's attention. Joe immediately left Garland to let Gina scratch his ears.
"We had a lucky break this time," said Ember, "but now we have to design our own precautions. You may not care, but we have to protect ourselves."
Garland allowed his rocker to return to its upright position. "I wish you'd leave your protection to us, Ms. Collins."
"I'm glad you're so confident, but we will be taking our own precautions. We don't intend to live like prisoners the way we did last time."
Gina pointed to the gate, where Garland's men were just now persuading a mother and two small children to use the other pool. "Your guards stand out like drag queens in the ladies auxiliary. We hope we can remain hidden here while we plan for our safety."
"Of course you may use whatever additional precautions you wish, Miss Red Bear, though naturally I'd prefer you concentrate your efforts on producing new materials for us."
Ember twisted the knife. "Just how are we supposed to do that?"
"Perhaps Dr. Red Bear could do more of his work at some university."
"I'm sure you'd love it if he did, but that's out of the question for him. Besides, why would it be any safer? Do you think the General would hesitate to drop rocks on the campus?" She paused to let the idea sink in. "If you just concentrate on guarding us, rather than spying on us, you might have what you want sooner."
"How soon?"
Gina sensed his eagerness. He responded too quickly. Speed is his bottom line. Now's the time to win concessions.
Ember seemed to pick up on the same information. "As we agreed before, Dr. Red Bear is willing to produce some new materials. Only some, mind you. He does have some interesting innovations in the works. We are not slaves, and we cannot work like slaves."
Gina struggled to keep from smiling at the way Ember suddenly awarded her brother with a doctorate. It will impress Garland's buddies, so why not?
Garland leaned forward in his lounge chair, as if he were worried someone would overhear them. "I'm sorry if I gave you that impression. We want Dr. Red Bear to be happy working with us. Very happy."
"Good. We've studied your requests. Before we can even begin to meet them, we have a number of conditions that must be fulfilled."
Garland held up a small electronic device. "Do you mind if I record this?"
"Just pencil and paper, please. No electronics." Gina insisted, smiling because she was thinking if Bolton were here, Garland could use his computer to record anything he wanted. Bolton would know all his secrets.
He put the device back in his briefcase and removed a yellow pad. Holding up a gold Mont Blanc pen, he asked, "Is pen all right?" Ember nodded. Gina thought this was as close to a joke as Garland was likely to make. A sign of nervousness. A sign of a weak bargaining position.
Ember said, "If you're truly uncomfortable without your recording device, Mr. Garland, I won't mind if you use it."
"That's all right. The pen will be fine."
Gina didn't have to use her power to sense his discomfort. Even Ember could hear it in his voice, but they both knew he would never admit he was uncomfortable. "We believe your timetable is ridiculous," Ember said. "We simply cannot accept an arbitrary point in time as our delivery date."
"It's not arbitrary. It's a matter of national security."
"From our point of view, it's arbitrary. Good food takes time, Garland. You cannot bake your soufflé faster by making demands of the chef."
Gina smiled to herself, thinking Ember must be hungry if she was making food metaphors. Fortunately, the hotel had superior dining. Gina wouldn't choose anything less.
Ember paused for a long time, perhaps imagining what she would like for lunch, or just to show Garland she wasn't going to be hurried. "So, the schedule will be determined by our clock, which at the present is not even running."
"What's required to start the clock?" More anxiety in his voice and mind, interrupted suddenly by the buzz of his phone. "Excuse me," he said, standing and moving toward the fence. "National emergency."
When he returned from an agitated conversation, he remained standing. "I have some bad news. My people have detected a satellite that's positioned to look down into your compound. If they have high-powered lenses like the ones stolen from Sandia Labs last year, they'll be able to see ... Well, exactly what they could see is classified, but let's say they could track your movements in great detail."
"Sounds like good news to me," said Gina. "We knew the General would have some way to do a damage assessment, and now you've figured out how. Right?"
"Yes, we did."
"So how about destroying it with one of your anti-satellite missiles? That would be the kind of security service we can't provide for ourselves." At least not until Bolton gets to work on the problem.
"We might, but we're already too late. Another rock just pulverized Dr. Red Bear's laboratory."
Gina stood as if to leave the meeting. "You allowed our laboratory to be smashed by a rock? Your so-called protection is a joke. I could protect us better with a peashooter."
Garland wasn't cowed, but returned her attack. "I warned you your compound couldn't be protected. I—"
Gina leaned over and stuck her face in Garland's. "We're leaving. You can't protect us here, out in the open. For all I know, there's another satellite watching us right now. All your people do is make us conspicuous. A target. Come on, Ember, at least inside the hotel we won't be in plain sight."
Gina took Ember's hand and steered her away, avoiding the slippery spots near the pool. Garland and his men trailed behind, out of hearing, so they could revise their plans in light of the destroyed lab.
Garland caught up with them in time to hold open the lobby door. "I know you're upset, but we'll replace everything. We'll build another lab, better than the original."
Gina kept walking, leading Ember down the broad stairway to the Santa Ana Cafe. Over her shoulder, she said to Garland, "You can hardly expect my brother to work there with the threat of rocks falling on his head." Or the threat of the spy devices you plant with the new equipment.
When they reached the restaurant level, Gina took Ember into the ladies' room, to shake Garland for a few minutes while they revised their plan considering his news. When they emerged, he must have seen a new look of determination on their faces, because he raised his palms in a mock defensive gesture. "Calm down. We'll rebuild his lab in another place. Wherever you say."
Gina took offense at his smooth tone. "When?" she snapped, then clamped her mouth shut and headed for the restaurant. Keep cool, girl. Just stick to the plan and concentrate on making him agree with Ember. We can't give him any inkling of what we might be planning.
"In two weeks. Perhaps less. In some particulars, better than new."
"That remains to be seen," said Ember. "There's more to a laboratory than equipment. New equipment requires training time. Besides, just where would he be safe from falling rocks?"
They hushed as the hostess approached, Ember remaining quiet as Gina explained that Joe and Lily were service dogs, invoking the manager's name when the hostess hesitated. After a confirming phone call, they took a table for three in the far corner, where the dogs could lie quietly on either side of Ember, with the table between them and Garland. After they ordered, Garland returned to the subject of George's lab. "We have places. Underground places."
"Perhaps," said Ember, nibbling on a corn chip. "We'd have to approve them. This changes all my conditions."
"Whatever. Just give me a list."
"Number one, of course, the laboratory must be put back in its original order. In a safe place. The clock doesn't start ticking until that's done—to our satisfaction, not yours."
"Agreed," he said, a bit too quickly, and jotted it down while the waitress set their food on the table.
Ember discovered her tortilla soup was in a broad, shallow bowl. She asked the waitress to put the soup in a mug, then sent her away and turned back to Garland. "Second, you must supply the necessary precious metals. Mr. Fernandez is understandably unwilling to return to Crested Butte at the risk of his family. Again, the clock cannot start until we have the necessary quantities."
He made another note. "Of course. Indeed, we'd prefer the Fernandez family stay with you to simplify our security. I don't know what role Mr. Fernandez plays in your work, but the …, um, …our opponents seem to have decided he's important, so he must be protected."
Ember simply continued listing her conditions. "Number three, your security procedures must not interfere with our work. Nor our normal life. Nor our own security procedures."
Gina had to admire the slick way Ember ignored Garland's clumsy attempt to dig information about Ray's role.
Pen poised, Garland hesitated. "I'll have to hear more about that."
When his tone changed, Joe's ears pricked up. Gina noticed that Garland noticed. He definitely has a thing about dogs.
"It's quite simple," said Ember. "If we decide you're interfering, the clock stops and doesn't start again until the situation is resolved."
He clicked his pen closed. "I don't think we can accept that." Joe stood up, taking a leisurely dog stretch that brushed Ember's leg.
"Down, Joe," Ember commanded. Joe lay down. "You don't have any choice, really. We will try to be reasonable, but we have to be the judge of what we require to produce what you request."
"I'll agree—conditionally. You'll have to notify us immediately if there's a problem."
"We can do that." The waitress returned with Ember's soup in two mugs. Ember tasted one and nodded her approval.
Garland pushed his plate away and laid his hands flat on the table. "You'll have to be available to work with us to resolve the problem, otherwise I won't agree."
Gina had been sitting with her eyes focused on Garland. Ember gestured toward her. "It won't be me, personally. Bolton and Ms. Red Bear are our security officers. They'll work with you on all such matters."
I think I've just been promoted. Gina smiled to herself.
"That's fine. Miss Red Bear is fine. So is my nephew. I've heard good things about his work on Sandia's little security problem."
Garland started to write, but Ember heard the scratching and stopped him. "I wasn't finished," she reprimanded in her best schoolmarm tone. "Since your nephew and Dr. Red Bear are essential to the work itself, any time either one is tied up with your people, the clock will be stopped. That should minimize bureaucratic entanglements."
Gina thought Ember's father must sound like this, when he was driving the production of one of his movies.
Garland finished his writing and looked up. "As you say, what choice do I have? Anything else?"
Gina's body tensed involuntarily. Now comes the critical moment. The rest of it is mostly bogus, leading up to this. Now we'll see if he'll accept the key element of any possible plan.
Ember strained to appear nonchalant. "As you undoubtedly know, Mr. Red Bear is not in the best of health. If he is forced to work at some sort of death march pace, his health will fail, and the process will stop."
Garland nodded, oblivious to Ember's inability to see gestures. "Naturally we don't want anything to happen to Mr. Red Bear."
"Then if you don't want anything to disturb Mr. Red Bear's productivity, you'll have to consider his health. The climate and altitude here in New Mexico tend to aggravate several of his symptoms. From time to time, we will be taking him to a warm, moist environment, such as Florida or Hawaii."
"Travel will complicate our security arrangements." Joe growled at Garland's sharp tone, but Ember shushed him, stroking his neck.
"Then you will just have to adjust. If Mr. Red Bear's condition worsens, we will have to stop the clock so he can devote his full attention to his health."
"Vacations will stop the clock anyway."
"We will arrange to continue as much of the work as possible while we travel." Ember drained the first mug and fished out a few stuck solid pieces with her fingers.
"How is that possible?"
"I was thinking of equipping Ms. Red Bear's jet with a small laboratory so Mr. Red Bear's work will travel with us. For the time being, moving it around is the only way we can be safe in the laboratory anyway." She paused to give Garland a chance to write a note and digest this new idea, then added, "This will be at our expense, of course."
"I'm not concerned about the expense. How much is this going to slow the clock?"
"We'll perform the installation in parallel with the other work, so the clock will keep running …" She smiled the best smile in her small repertoire. " … if it's not stopped for other reasons, of course."
"We'll have to clear your pilots, and the procedure could cause further delay. They're a dangerous exposure."
"There we agree. Security is foremost. That's why we'll train our own pilots, people you've already cleared for security."
Here it comes, Gina thought, ready to nudge Garland's feelings toward the positive.
"Who?"
"Mr. Carpenter, Mr. Fernandez, and your nephew."
Garland thought it over, then made up his mind. "Well, at least that's something useful for Bolton to do. Better than his toy planes. However, if you fly anywhere, you'll fly from Kirtland, not that dinky little what's-its-name airport where we were this morning."
Gina watched Ember attempting to appear reluctant, so she would seem to be making concessions later. "Kirtland's not as convenient for us."
Garland sensed weakness and took the offensive. "That's not negotiable. For one thing, we'll have to keep your plane—your laboratory—under guard at all times when you're not using it. At Kirtland, we have the entire base security apparatus at our disposal."
"Surely you're joking. We have experience with Kirtland security."
"That was a valid complaint, I'll grant you that. Perhaps you don't realize we've tightened security since Bolton caught the traitors stealing the Lab's secret technology."
Gina could sense a hint of Garland's avuncular pride, which was an encouraging sign of an improving relationship. Ember didn't seem impressed. She shook her head, as if not willing to accept Garland's condition.
"Moreover, wherever you go, we will need to approve flight plans in advance. Plus, you'll be escorted."
Ember slammed her mug down, splattering red drops of tortilla soup on her napkin. "No escorts, and that's not negotiable. The plane will be our laboratory, so it will be off limits just like our other laboratories."
Garland backed off. "I didn't mean escorts on board. We'll have our own planes in the air."
"We can't stop you from that," Ember conceded.
"Your destinations will have to be military bases, like Kirtland."
"That's too restrictive."
Before Garland could answer, the waitress came and asked about dessert. Only Ember ordered—red chile peanut butter pie.
When the waitress left, Garland was ready with his response. "There are numerous military airfields in Florida and Hawaii. I don't think you will be unduly restricted."
"You'll have to give me a list. I'll discuss it with Mr. Red Bear."
Garland sat erect, as if he had a winning hand. "It's really nonnegotiable on our side. You use military bases or you don't fly."
Ember introduced a tiny squeak in her voice, simulating an uncertainty Gina knew was not what she was actually feeling. "I'll have to think about that."
Garland pressed his presumed advantage. "Before you fly anywhere, we'll need to look into your computers and copy everything that's in them. We have to protect ourselves in case anything happens to you."
Ember turned her face towards Gina. "Is that going to be all right?"
"I don't like it," Gina said solemnly. "What's to prevent them from stealing our secrets?" Other than Bolton's power?
"We can place the backups with a data escrow company."
Gina knew his offer was meaningless, since any escrow company would have to yield to a presidential order. She let it pass, since there were no computer secrets anyway. "I guess that would be satisfactory. Ember?"
Ember continued the bluff. "If we choose the company."
"Within reason," Garland conceded, obviously thinking he had won a major victory.
"We'll give the decryption keys to a second company."
Gina knew Ember was being beautifully irrelevant. If there were any essential secret information, Bolton would hide it in the stray magnetic fields of the erased portions of the disk, invisible to anyone but himself.
"As long as we approve of the company." Garland was now grinning over his victory, and Gina could feel the grin in his mind.
Ember sighed in mock defeat. "You're quite a negotiator, Mr. Garland. I guess we must shake hands to seal the agreement."
Ember assumed he had extended his hand and held out hers. "My pleasure," he said, but his handshake didn't feel like he meant it.
As Garland walked away, Gina leaned over and whispered in Ember's ear. "Great job, Ember. I hardly had to use my power at all."
Over the next few days, thanks to Gina's generosity—and the generosity of her opponents in her nightly poker forays into Star Casino—the family settled into the resort's $300-a-night suites. Each had a private balcony overlooking Sandia Peak and native cottonwoods defining the wandering path of the muddy Rio Grande. Each suite was individually furnished in traditional Santa Ana Pueblo designs carved in natural stone, wood and adobe or woven into soft woolen textures and natural shades of maize, pumpkin and turquoise. The variety of the decor was enhanced by their changing rooms every three days for security against thrown rocks.
Each suite had a parlor, giving them a choice of places for each morning's meeting to work out details of their plans. Bolton had proposed a bold concept for making them safe from the General's attacks, but there were a million questions. Foremost among them was Shaia's participation. She hadn't made up her mind, and without her special power, the plan would be much more cumbersome.
The plan required a three-pronged approach. One small team would attack, seeking the General's current hideout. Cathy would remain in New Mexico to keep track of what information Garland could supply. The largest team would hide underground, in a place where the General's spy satellites could not detect them. There, they would build a workshop and create a counter-weapon to battle the General's satellites and prepare for the counteroffensive once the General was found.
They argued for a long time about how much time they would have to implement Bolton's plan—until Cathy suggested a few facts would have a salutary effect on a great many arguments. Lee and Alandra teleported Ray back to Corrales at night to examine the rocks. Ray and Lee both concluded a great deal of work had gone into cutting them loose from wherever they originated. That suggested they might have a window of safety before the next rock came their way, but they couldn't be sure. Based on Lee's experience watching rocks being cut in his father's previous hideout, he guessed they had at least a month. Garland might want them to move to the new lab before then.
The plane would be essential to their safety plan, so Bolton, Ray, and Art immediately began studying for their written test and practicing on a Dassault simulator Bolton downloaded. They passed their medical exams with only a little extra testing to ensure Bolton's leg would not prove a problem. Then they piled up dozens of flying hours in La Aguila Real Flight School's Cessnas, itching to try the Dassault itself. Everyone soon tired of hearing Bolton rattling on about the details of being a pilot—the realization of one of his lifelong dreams.
Gina put the plane in for a complete checkup and overhaul. By the time Randy—still on Gina's payroll—was free from supervising the overhaul, all three men were just a few hours short of their private licenses, or certificates, as the FAA called them. Randy was a certified instructor, but because he had worked for an Arab Prince, he was not going to receive a security clearance. Garland wanted to supply his own instructor, but Gina insisted Randy coach her three pilots through their written tests. This mean the on-board lab could not be completed as long as Randy still had access to the Dassault.
In the end, all three earned their private certificates in record time, no doubt along a path greased by Garland. Their speed set them ahead of the time to put their plan in full swing—and to persuade Shaia to join them permanently.
Their instrument and multiengine ratings, requiring forty hours of instrument flying and fifty hours of cross-country—which wasn't easy to accumulate in a plane as fast as the Dassault. They made five trips to Air Force bases in Florida and Georgia, then four to Hickman Air Force Base, in Hawaii. On each trip, they dropped George for a short vacation with Drina and Alandra. Fortunately, Shaia taught them all her Gypsy tricks of living out of suitcases.
On one of their trips to Georgia, they picked up Shaia's sister and brought her to Albuquerque, though the two of them insisted on never being in the same room at the same time. Each always knew exactly what the other was doing or thinking, so the pilots began taking one Shaia on each trip, giving them an absolutely secure method of communication between the plane and their Tamaya hideout.
They pushed Bolton's flying hours so he could be the first to pass the FAA check ride, after which he could devote himself full time to his other two jobs. To keep his uncle off their backs, he had to appear to help George develop the new lab which would generate a slow but steady stream of interesting materials for the government scientists. In his spare time, he needed to master the mathematics of navigation and space travel, but his enthusiasm never flagged for a moment.
With Art now designated chief pilot, he flew around the country picking up miniature equipment for the flying laboratory, which Ray then installed, piece by piece, in the Dassault. Ray also worked with Cathy to expand the plane's rated range by removing all excess interior weight, necessarily sacrificing some comfort.
To save the weight of a special ramp, George agreed to continue the humiliation of being unhooked from his chair and carried aboard. In compensation, Ray designed a new easy-on-easy-off coupling system for George's waste bags, lightened the chair by 40 pounds while improving its maneuverability, and installed a methanol-powered fuel cell to replace the old batteries. With the organic output of the bags connected by a remote controlled valve to the fuel cells, George could synthesize all the methanol he needed to maintain the fuel cells at full power. Just to be safe, and to keep George from being tied down to toasters and microwaves, Ray installed a pair of duplicate fuel cells as permanent backup power in the Dassault.
Soon the plane was ready, but the pilots had a long way to go. Though nobody said anything aloud, with each passing day, the clear, azure New Mexico skies seemed to become more ominous—and the Tamaya Resort less and less safe.
To relieve their growing anxiety before Bolton's plan could be put fully into operation, Gina solicited ideas about how they could become even more mobile. Increased mobility required improved communication, and Shaia—both Shaias—constituted a key element in this communication team. The quantum-identical twins probably switched places often, but nobody knew for sure, because of their power to shift right into the other's clothing and posture. Unless they chose to keep their own attire when they switched places, only Gina was able to detect any change—a tiny emotional shift when they swapped places.
Sharing Ember's suite in the resort, Shaia was a friendly and trusting roommate—up to a point. She would never tell anyone where her sister might be at any given time. "My independence is my only safety mechanism," Shaia explained. "If my two bodies are ever in the same place, I lose my safety. It's worked all my life, and I have no intention of giving it up."
Ember disliked the secrecy, but Shaia argued her independence was essential for the reliability of their communication team. Ember could see the logic in that, and after a few days, their twinning didn't seem to matter. Everyone put the question out of their minds and buckled down to making preparations for their communication system and scouting team—Gina, Shaia, and Lee.
Ember, as their overall team leader, decided they would meet outside, in low-traffic places to which Lee could move them in secrecy. At Cathy's suggestion, they drove up to Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument, thirty miles north of the resort, next to the Cochiti Reservation. Once he'd been driven there, Lee would be able to port them back instantly for future meetings.
They parked the car and hiked halfway through one of the less-visited twisting branches of Peralta Canyon, where they were unlikely to be disturbed. To stay out of the penetrating New Mexico sun, they sat on rounded lava rocks, in the shade of the sheer cliffs towering above them.
Gina bent her neck as far back as it would go, but couldn't see the tops of the cliffs. Shaia matched her posture and said, "I've been all over the world, but I've never seen anything like this place."
"Kasha-Katuwe means 'white cliffs' in Keresan," Ember explained. "That's the traditional language of the people of Cochiti. I wish I could see the tent rocks. They're so smooth and warm."
"They're like teepees," Gina explained, "steep cones of all sizes. The biggest must be a hundred feet tall."
"More than that," Shaia said. "There's little baby rocks balanced on top."
"They're the reason for the cones." Gina read from the National Monument brochure. "The rock is volcanic, from an explosion about a million years ago. It's about 400 feet thick. Water cut these canyons and arroyos, but the cone-shaped rock formations are both wind and water eroded."
"I can hear the wind," Ember said. "Are we in danger from water rushing down here?"
Gina looked at the sky. "Not unless it rains up in the mountains. It's totally clear today."
[At the first drop of water, come to me and I will whisk us out.]
Reassured, Gina played translator for Ember. "Anyway, those rocks on top—the caprocks, they're called—resist the erosion, so they protect the softer 'tents' below."
Shaia pointed to her right. She still sometimes forgot Ember couldn't see. "Some of them look kind of like people, Ember. With little round heads and long monk's robes."
Gina walked Ember over the a small "tent" and placed her hands on it. "They're like this, but some of them are huge."
With Gina facing the other way, Lee switched to his TypeeTalkee: "Think of them as protecting us. GPS doesn't work in this steep, narrow canyon, so nobody can pinpoint an exact location even if they followed us here."
"Do you think," Ember asked, "if another rock appeared overhead, it might be too big to drop into the narrow canyon? Or, Lee might have time to move us before we're crushed."
"If it's like the other one, it would be too big to come in here, but I don't know if the walls would hold it," Lee said through his TypeeTalkee. "If you'd like, you can let me touch each of you with my hands while we meet. It's a long shot, but that way, I can move us instantly."
Shaia and Gina exchanged knowing looks about Lee's excuse for touching them. [How can you type, if your hands are on us?]
"I'll try to let you ladies do most of the talking. I can do yes-no answers through Ember's hand."
The women shifted positions, glad to give Lee the human contact he was too timid to ask for directly. Ember took his left hand. "You know, Lee, everything would be a lot easier if you could move the plane. Then we could all stick together."
He released Ember's hand so he could type. "My power is growing, but the plane is still too big for me. Especially that rock—it's way too big. I wish I could just throw it back where it came from."
Gina mouthed her words carefully so he could read her lips. "Don't forget, your job is communicating, not killing. You find your father if you can, but don't attempt to do anything until we can attack him as a team." Do I really believe kind, gentle, Lee could kill if he had a choice? Even after what his father did to him? Am I really saying this to warn Ember away from unleashing her full power when the time comes? "Do you understand, Lee? Can you restrain yourself?"
"I did once before," his machine said before he switched to sign. [Still, the world will be better off without him.]
Gina not only read his words, but felt the intensity of his emotions. "If he has to be killed—and I'm not saying that's the only solution—better it's not you. He's still your father. Killing anyone will give you horrible nightmares—believe me. If it's your own flesh and blood, I don't know what patricide would do to you. Anyway, talk about killing is premature. We have to find him first. Any ideas?"
Lee typed one word, but Ember signed him she would do the talking for them both. "We can cover a wide area with Lee as transport, but we're going to need some practice before we flap all over the world. Lee says he's worked out a safe technique with Alandra, for their geology field trips, but with three of you, it will be a little different. It's the hand thing again."
She demonstrated by touching Lee's hand, then pulling away. "If he's not touching us, he can't transport us."
"We have to learn to really concentrate," said Shaia. "You guys have done this teleporting thing before, but I've never tried it. Maybe I can't do it."
"I think Lee and I can do it. If you can't help, you can be carry-on," Gina said.
"You'll just have to practice," said Ember. "That's what we all did. Will your sister have to practice, too?"
Shaia laughed heartily. "You still don't understand, do you. What I know, she knows. Better yet, what I know, I know. One of us is all you need."
"It's just a little hard getting used to."
"Right! Not like boiling tea with your mind?"
"Touché."
"Anyway, for my sake, let's start small."
They waited until some tourist voices passed their side canyon, then Lee ported Gina and Shaia ten feet up the arroyo. Shaia was so surprised she lost her balance and fell in the hot sand, making Lee lose contact. She thought it was amusing until Gina scowled at her. "We have hours of practicing to do. On long jumps into unknown places, Lee's going to bring us in a few hundred feet above the ground, to be sure we don't hit anything like a radio tower or a tall tree."
"A few hundred feet? We'll die from the fall."
"Not unless you lose contact, like you just did. After a quick glance while we're in the air, he'll send us to a safe spot on the ground. If you lose contact, though, you'll be dead."
While Shaia practiced transporting with Lee and Gina, the other Shaia worked in the kitchen with George and Drina. Their job was provisioning. Shaia wanted to help, claiming expertise as a cook. Since she could be in two places at once, her double task presented no problem. She also came up with the idea to rent a motor home so they could do their work without presenting a fixed target for rocks falling out of the sky. When asked if she could drive the huge, 38-foot Monaco Turbo-Diesel, Shaia showed a Mona Lisa smile and said, "I was born in one."
Ray drove the RV along New Mexico's enchanted and uncrowded highways calling suggestions over his shoulder. The threesome-chef figured out foods George could synthesize to provision their ultimate hideaway. They began with all the essential vitamins and minerals, most of which George could create at first try.
Once convinced he could produce a liquid diet sufficient to keep them alive when cut off from civilization, they turned to the question of concocting a solid diet sufficient to keep them interested. George wanted to try for beefsteak, but the obstacles were substantial. After his first few abortive experiments, the women tried to persuade him to attempt some kind of flour they could use in making bread. He resisted. "Man does not live by bread alone."
"I suppose you're right. Wait a second." Drina disappeared into the sleeping room where she and Ray had been sharing the queen-sized bed. She returned a moment later with a book. "Can you produce sugar?"
"Do politicians lie?"
"Vanilla?"
"Sure. Just bring over the sugar bowl."
Drina complied. "Now hold up a spoonful." She complied again, watching in fascination as new crystals formed in the spoon. "There's your vanilla. C-eight, H-eight, O-three. Doesn't have all the little impurities of Central American vanilla, but it's pure vanillin. Taste it."
Drina went forward to the front seat and offered the spoon to Shaia's nose. "Mmmm. I can smell it. Definitely vanilla."
"How about egg whites?"
"That's mostly water and protein. I think I can come within a skosh."
"Salt?"
"That's sodium chloride. Not organic. I can't create it directly, but if we have sodium around, the salt could be a byproduct of something else. If you don't like my solution, Ember and Alandra can work together and build some from scratch—sodium plus chlorine."
"Cream of tartar?"
"Monopotassium tartrate. K, H, C-four, H-four, O-six."
"Oh, George," Shaia called back. "I love it when you talk dirty."
George was beginning to fall in love. Again. "We'll need a source of potassium, but Alandra can extract it from almost anything. Try something hard."
"All right. What about almond oil?"
He touched his keyboard. "I'll have to look it up … There, it's mostly fatty acids—but a mixture, not an exact formula. If I have a sample of an almond oil you like, I should be able to produce it—a piece of cake."
Shaia, looking over her shoulder, laughed. "You peeked."
"No, I didn't. I don't even know what she's reading from."
"It's a cookbook. I'm looking at the recipe for Angel Food Cake."
"Well, that's appropriate. What about frosting?"
Drina flipped a few pages. "What flavor?"
"Chocolate?" Shaia asked. "Can we stop for a few minutes and look at Valle Grande? I think there's some elk out there among the cows, in an infinite field lush grass."
George shook his head. "I mean, yes to stopping, but I think chocolate may be rather difficult. We've way too many chocolate connoisseurs around here, Gina especially. If we have time, I'll experiment with somebody's favorite. If they can spare me a sample, that is, and I don't just snarf it all. For now, let's stick with vanilla."
Shaia pulled into an overlook and jumped out with the binoculars. Drina remained inside with George. "Then, George, as you said, it's a piece of cake."
"Maybe. We'll have to produce it from scratch and try it out on our customers. The proof is in the eating."
"True. We've already had a few failures."
George rolled his eyes. "Joe and Lily didn't think so."
Drina laughed, and Joe and Lily, hearing their names, jumped off the sofas where they'd been napping and bounded into the kitchen hoping to receive a few more failed experiments as treats.
That night, they brought the Monaco back to the resort to pick up everybody for supper—a supper to celebrate the three novice pilots completing their FAA multiengine check ride. Drina produced a loaf of white bread, and Shaia carried in a frosted angel food cake. Both the bread and the cake were pronounced successes. Gina wasn't satisfied, but George discounted her vote as she was going to South America, not to their refuge further south.
To oohs and aahs, the three chefs revealed the totally artificial origin of their two masterpieces. By acclamation, the bread and cake were added to their growing list of travel recipes—which already included gelatin, several oils and butter substitutes, an artificial farmer cheese, and tofu indistinguishable from the natural product. As Gina said, "It's exactly as tasteless as real tofu."
With Randy no longer needed on the Dassault, Ember was now free to begin her powered flight experiments. She was perfectly convinced she could activate one of the jet engines without fuel, simply by heating the air being blown through. Bolton and the rest of the crew still insisted her theory be watchfully tested in practice.
Ember was also busy raising contributions for her Odilia clinic. Though she dared not visit the clinic itself for fear of attracting another attack, she hadn't paid much attention to the pilot training. She'd spared no expense to surround the medical staff with the finest equipment and administrative support. That still left more than enough time to do fund-raising and overseeing the money side of the business. More gratifying to her, she also accompanied some blind children on the plane, providing them with a confidante who understood the kinds of fears lurking in their dark world. Once their surgeries were successful, she turned the kids over to a formerly blind young lady who could orient them to the confusing world of light, color, and dark—something Ember could never do.
Ember took a short leave of absence from her clinic activities to join the crew on a key experimental flight. Sticking to their agreement with Garland, they flew to Holloman Air Force Base in Alamogordo, the closest military airfield to Kirtland. Art piloted the Dassault with Bolton occupying the second chair. Ember sat in a jump seat behind and between them, facing the rear so she could focus on the engines. All three of them would have preferred some cloud cover to conceal their experiments, but New Mexico's October skies rarely obliged instrument fliers. When they reached a comfortable altitude of 39,000 feet, Bolton's mind took charge of the digital engine controls.
Ember took a long time attempting to quiet her pounding heart before giving Bolton the signal, Bolton mentally cut the fuel to the starboard engine. If she couldn't sustain the engine, Art's plan was to maintain normal operation on the port side. In the unlikely event he couldn't restart the starboard engine, the port engine could carry them safely, though slowly, home. Provided it didn't fail, too.
The residual temperature of the dead engine provided Ember an easy target. The Dassault engines in the rear made the cabin almost as quiet as their family room in Corrales, so she didn't even need to raise her voice. "Got it. Are you ready for some thrust?"
When he had focused the electronic controls in his mind, Bolton said, "Ready when you are. Let's open with ten percent of max rating."
Bolton sounded cool and rational—too rational, Ember thought. She could hear the strain in Art's voice as he announced he was working hard at the controls to keep them in a straight line with only one engine. "Ready and waiting."
"Then here goes." Ember stopped talking, held her breath, and focused on the engine. She'd spent dozens of hours studying the specs of the CFE738 advanced turbofan engine, but Murphy's Law always operated, so she planned to raise her power in small stages. The ultimate goal was to match exactly the 6,000 pounds of thrust from the fueled engine on the other side.
"I felt you kick in," said Art, relief in his voice.
Bolton was still playing the cerebral copilot. "I couldn't feel the change, Art. You have sensitive hands. It's definitely reading nine point seven percent of max power. You're off by about point-three, Ember."
Now she had the feel of the engine. Her heart beat slowed a bit and became more regular. She could talk and maintain steady power at the same time. "There must be some small non-linearities we didn't figure on."
"This isn't an exact science. I suggest you hold it there for a while and see if we develop any instabilities."
Art maintained a steady, silent course for five minutes. "Okay, Ember, how much effort is that?"
"Effort? What effort? I guess you still believe I can't really violate the so-called laws of thermodynamics."
"No, I believe it. I'm just concerned about your endurance."
"It's a purely mental act, Art. Like listening to the radio."
"Okay," said Bolton, "then listen us up a notch. See how close you can come to twenty percent."
Ember imagined she was holding the combustion chamber in her hands. She doubled the energy flow.
"I barely felt the change," Art called out. "You're already getting smoother."
"No sense putting extra strain on the engine."
"Well, you're getting more accurate, too," Bolton said, a small note of surprise in this voice. "Nineteen point nine-something. Hold it there another minute. If nothing happens, try for forty."
She raised the thrust smoothly to forty percent, but a new non-linearity crept in. "You're way over," Bolton warned. "Forty-three point two."
Again, he sounded totally under control, but Ember could smell his nervous sweat. She adjusted her mental model. "Better?"
"A little. Forty-one point three. Be careful on the next push. Rev it up to eighty, then hold it."
Again, Ember twisted the mental knob, trying to correct for the non-linearity. "Better?"
"Worse. You're now at ninety-one point eight."
"I don't understand what's happening. Let's not raise to full power until we can check our assumptions."
Art agreed, anxiety in his voice. "Do you want me to turn back?"
Bolton wasn't ready to give up. "Let's circle back a bit and see if we can restart the fuel. Let's try a hot start first. Ember, you give the signal when you're ready to drop out, then I'll start the pumping."
"Ready," she said, and Bolton triggered the fuel again. The Dassault lurched, then steadied, then lurched again, but only half as much.
"Not too smooth," their pilot complained. "I think we should practice a few times."
"Let's do it on the other engine. This one seems fine now, and I want to even out the running time. I'm ready when you are, Ember."
The port engine developed virtually the same non-linearities as the starboard. This time, though, Art returned them to fueled operation more smoothly. "You're getting better already, crew. Ready to control both engines?"
Even though it was his theory, Bolton finally sounded a bit nervous. "Maybe we should wait until we've done more paperwork with our new data."
Ember laughed, giddy with success. "Have a little courage, Bolton. What do you say, Art?"
"I say go for it."
Bolton sounded skeptical. "Isn't it going to be harder for you to focus on two places at once?"
"I don't think so. Can't you focus each eye on a different thing?"
Bolton laughed nervously. "Where did such an idea come from?"
"I thought it was like my heat vision. You know I can zap seven flies at one time."
"I know, like Disney's Brave Little Tailor. I saw you showing off for Alandra."
"That's what sisters do. It's originally the Brothers Grimm. Disney was just copying."
"Could you two lay off?" Art joked. "Do we cut over both, or not?"
"All right," Bolton said. "Let's not do both simultaneously. Do one, then cut in the other. Start with the starboard. About forty percent power."
Instantly, both engines lost power. "What—" Ember screamed.
"Power them!" Bolton screamed back. Now his words were slurred together. "I slipped."
She took a deep, centering breath, interlacing her fingers to keep her hands from shaking. The plane began a powerless glide downwards, but she forced back the temptation to act before taking a second breath. Then, a third. Focusing first on one engine, then on both, she restored the power, only to have the plane lurch forward. "Bolton! You're overrunning the engines."
He cut the fuel. "I thought you weren't doing it, so I fueled up."
"I hope you didn't damage the engines," Art cut in. "Stop screaming so I can listen."
Ember felt the entire plane with her body. "They feel okay to me."
"Instruments look okay, too." Art's confident tone had returned. "Even so, I think we'd better land. We'll experiment next time."
"We're experimenting now," Ember protested. "I'm flying this plane all by myself."
Art let out a huge breath and relaxed.
Bolton said nothing, but she could smell him.
He must be concentrating on the instruments. He's probably wet his pants. "Bolton," she teased. "Give me a stick of gum."
"Gum? Why?"
"I want to see if I can fly and chew gum at the same time."
Ember knew if they didn't put some plan into action soon, Gina would express her impatience, and Bolton's reaction would cause trouble in the team. According to Lee's best estimate of the time for the General to prepare another gigantic rock, the family had run out of time days ago. Ember fretted over the many loose strands in the plan, but her main concern was Shaia not yet signing on to full participation. Without her, the team searching for the General would not be able to communicate with the others, let alone exchange small material objects. The plan might still work, but as Bolton so aptly and personally expressed it, "We'd be hobbling on one leg, and I know what that's like."
Shaia didn't bite on his sympathy ploy. To Ember's chagrin, the twin, or twins, simply would not commit.
Running scared now, terrified the next rock could drop out of the sky at any moment, they upped the frequency of shuffling from place to place. Tonight, as Ray drove northwest on scenic State Road 550 past Zia Pueblo's red and white mesas, he checked constantly behind them to be sure only the federal agents were following. They had planned to have their usual supper in the motor home, but the strong New Mexico winds rocked their vehicle so violently the dishes kept crashing to the floor.
George and Drina had turned their culinary attention to adding textures and flavors to the larder. He had learned to create cellulose in a variety of structural forms, opening their menu to a number of pastas and textured proteins, but his recipes still lacked a certain something even a Big Mac possessed. Perhaps for that reason, or the broken dishes, they decided to risk cutting up State Road 4 to Jemez Springs, where the Los Ojos Restaurant and Saloon was reputed to broil the best burgers in the state.
They parked the motor home in the small, graveled lot. Their federal bodyguards pulled in behind them, and all entered the rustic interior. They found a round corner table big enough for all of them, far enough from their guards' table they could converse privately. Bolton described all the hunting trophies gracing the walls, but Ember was glad she couldn't see their stuffed heads.
The menu was salads for some and large juicy hamburgers for the rest—all foods George couldn't synthesize. When it came time for dessert, George pointed out he wouldn't be able to offer chocolate, either.
"Why don't we just carry a supply of those things you can't make?" Ember asked, unwilling to give up chocolate without a struggle.
Cathy had the answer literally at her fingertips, in her weight chart. "Everything George can't synthesize from recycled materials means extra weight. Extra weight means something else will have to be sacrificed."
"When the football team went on road trips," Art recalled, "each player had a weight allotment for personal things. Maybe we could do something like that. Ember could use hers for chocolate."
"Good idea," said Cathy while placing leftovers in Styrofoam boxes. "When we have all the totals in, I'll see what we can allocate to each of you."
"I don't know," Ember protested. "If I bring chocolate on board and don't share it, everyone will hate me."
Drina said, "We don't all have to travel to Bolton's refuge, if it would help with the weight." Ember knew she was not happy about going. She also knew without Drina, Alandra wouldn't go—so the entire plan would collapse.
"I'm not going without my pastry chef," George whined. "Besides, who wouldn't want to go?"
"It's more like who would want to stay," Bolton corrected. "As it is, Cathy has to stay as our connection to the US, and to provide a home base for Lee and Gina and Shaia. Being the only one who's here all the time, she's going to suffer the third-degree from my uncle."
"I could help her," Drina countered. "Keep her company when the others are away."
"No offense, Drina," said Cathy. "We all appreciate the offer, but unless you're more afraid of going than staying, you'll go. Besides, we're going to remove some of the luxuries from the plane, which will give us more baggage allowance."
"We still have to keep the lab equipment," said Ray. "At least enough to look good."
"I'm trying to equip the lab with stuff we can use anyway," said George. "Anything I can't use on the trip, we can throw overboard as soon as we're in the air."
"No," said Bolton, trying to bring the subject back to his plan. "Number one, opening a door would kill us all. Even if it didn't, it's the takeoff weight that's the big limitation. If we can lift stuff off the ground, we might as well keep it. So let's just be creative and bring things we might need."
"Especially things you can't easily produce yourselves," said Cathy. "For instance, Ember and I figured out George could synthesize the insulation for our outerwear from recycled material after we're on the way. If we take off without the stuffing in the suits, they'll look more like summer wear."
"We still have some heavy equipment to sneak on board," said Ember, "like skis."
Ray said. "I think we can avoid some of those if I can have my small machine shop. Once we have the complete inventory, I'll see if the machine shop is a good tradeoff."
"Can you really build skis?" asked Ember.
"Not for the Olympics, but good enough for our purposes."
"I would imagine you'd want the machine shop for flexibility," Cathy argued. "We don't really know what you'll need."
"Speaking of what we'll need," Bolton said, "what about what Gina and Lee and Shaia will need?"
"We'll be in civilization with pockets full of money, so don't worry. I've always been able to defend myself—" Bolton started to remind her of her near-fatal encounter with the drug dealers, but Gina talked over him. "—with one exception. Besides, Lee can transport us out of anywhere, pronto."
"What about your medicine?"
"I'll bring plenty with me, and George can leave a big supply, so Shaia can bring more if I need it."
"Speaking of Shaia," Bolton said, "can you protect her, too?"
"If I decide to go, I can protect myself," Shaia said. A moment later, a pistol appeared in her hand. "Any time I need a weapon, I can have one in an instant." The pistol disappeared as suddenly as it had arrived. "I can just as easily remove one."
Bolton winced. "I don't like guns, if we can avoid it."
Shaia nodded her agreement. A can of pepper spray appeared in her hand. "Oh, I don't either, but I know how to use one if necessary. Knives, too. One of me will keep a supply of anything we might need."
Bolton couldn't think of a retort, so he let George change the subject. "In all the excitement, we forgot to announce Ember and I have created a new meta-molecule, called Aswan."
"That's all we need." Bolton smacked the table. "Another reason for warring nations to be after us. Unless the General eliminates us first."
"The General doesn't need any more reasons. We're not going to tell anyone about it," said Ember. "Give us more credit than that."
"Okay. If you have so much time on your hands, how about working on a decent tea instead?"
"All in good time," said George. "I think you'll like Aswan. It's sort of a composite of the earlier materials, but even stronger. Plus, when it's molded into plates, it's transparent."
"It's colorless?"
"Not colorless. Transparent. You can see through it, but it's a kind of pale aquamarine, like looking through sea water. I suppose if it was thick enough, it would block most light."
"It's so strong, though," said Ember, "I can't imagine why anyone would need Aswan so thick."
"That's because you don't understand offense and defense," Art demonstrated by punching his open left hand with his right fist making a loud smack. "That battle never ends."
"On that subject," said Bolton, "what about Alandra's lessons?"
"She's a wonderful student," said George. "A total pleasure to work with. She loves it, too, don't you Landra?"
Alandra said, "George is my teacher. I love my teacher. He's the best teacher I ever had, even in real school."
Their waitress stopped, apparently hearing their discussion of schooling, and started sharing her opinions on the history of education in Jemez Springs. They shooed her away with some refill orders, then Gina told them all to lower their voices.
George attempted to sound indifferent to Alandra's praise, but his voice ruined his deception. "I figured what would happen if the body lost phosphorus—I mean, how much could be lost without killing someone. Just disabling them, you know, by depleting ATP. So I taught Alandra to extract phosphorous safely from a person, and she can do it to the microgram."
"How do you know it's harmless?" Ember said.
George waved his hand dismissively. "Because she practiced on me."
"What?" cried several voices in unison.
"It was perfectly safe, but it really tired me out."
Alandra said, proudly, "We made believe he was my pet monkey. Then I fed him some nuts and he wasn't sleepy any more."
"I resynthesized the missing ATP until I was off and running—so to speak."
"Wouldn't the amount depend on the size of the person?" Art asked.
"Yes. Alandra knows just how much to remove from people my size—and people your size." At three hundred plus, Art weighed about four Georges. "Do you want her to demonstrate on you?"
Art coughed. "Maybe some other time. Or maybe she could practice on one of Garland's guards."
"Only volunteers," Ember insisted grimly. "You see, there's one important difference between what I do and what Alandra does."
"What's that?"
"If I cool your brain to put you to sleep, I can reverse the process as quickly as I performed it. On the other hand, if Alandra takes some phosphorous out of your body, she can't put it back by herself. At least not in the form you need it."
"She could probably put the gold fillings back in your teeth," George boasted. "Maybe better than the dentist did, but for most substances, unless I'm there to boost the process, you're going to be out of commission until your body replaces them naturally."
Ray sounded concerned. "Do you understand what George is saying, Landra?"
"I mustn't put anybody to sleep if they have to wake up soon …"
"Very good. That's quite clear."
Alandra wasn't finished. " … unless George is there with me and says it's okay."
"Excellent. I'm feeling a lot better about this."
"So am I," Drina sighed, just as the building shook from a loud crash outside.
Everyone ran for the door, only to be stopped by Cole. Ember tried to find Bolton to explain what was happening, but Shaia grabbed her arm and pulled her off to the side. "They aren't letting us out there. It's burning."
"What's burning?"
"Our motor home."
Ember tried to pull away. "Let me out there. I can put out the fire."
Shaia held on tighter. "I don't think so."
"No, I really can. I've done it before. It doesn't matter how big it is." Ember lowered her voice, suddenly realizing other patrons might be listening. "I'll just cool it down so combustion can't occur."
"I don't doubt you can," said Shaia. "Though it won't be helpful. The whole RV is squashed flat."
"Oh, no. A rock? Is anybody hurt?"
"More like a small mountain. I can't tell if anyone was hurt, but I can see all our people."
Ember sniffed the air. It smells like burning flesh, but maybe it's just some meat we had in the kitchen. We didn't have any meat, did we? "Oh, Shaia, this is terrible."
"It is, but there's a silver lining."
"What good could possibly come of this?"
"It's made up my mind. I'm going with you."
So far, September had been hot and sunny. Gina's favorite weather, but she wasn't enjoying it at all. She had finished all her assigned tasks days ago, but everyone else was exhausted from weeks of feverish activity. Gina herself was emotionally worn out from sitting around with nothing to do but watch the others scurrying about like beavers. Every time they accomplished one chore, three more appeared—all rendered triply difficult by the necessity to avoid being crushed by falling rocks.
All day, every day, they rolled from place to place, never parking their new motor home where they could be seen from above, waiting anxiously for news of the Pacific storm Bolton's plan required. All Gina could do was watch the sky anxiously, as if she'd be able to duck a rock plummeting in her direction.
By Labor Day, she had watched them review their stupid risk analysis four more times. After Labor Day, the list of remaining uncertainties finally began to shrink, though everyone was so tired from the constant movement Gina was sure they weren't thinking straight.
To keep from going crazy, Gina found make-work activities. She helped Ray check and recheck the Dassault, hoping the General's satellite couldn't see the two of them sneaking to the airfield and into the hangar. She helped the others pack and repack their personal belongings several times. Everyone else thought her contribution was important: each pound saved was replaced with a pound of prepared foodstuffs George couldn't manufacture—or some tiny essential item they'd forgotten previously. Since she herself wasn't going to the refuge, all these niceties seemed trivial.
Gina did have one useful assignment—keeping Garland off the others' backs. This she accomplished with her mental persuasive powers, and by supervising her brother's synthesis of regular small quantities of exotic materials—not including Aswan. George had to be supervised because he preferred to keep Drina delighted by synthesizing at least one new spice or flavoring every day. Although she wouldn't admit it to the others, Gina was glad the spices kept Drina's mind off the dangers ahead.
While all the other activities progressed frantically, Lee quietly and methodically calculated and recalculated the possible origins of the backyard rock, based on the way it missed Cathy's house—its presumed target—by about a hundred feet. Lee thought the discrepancy might be due to floating-point errors in the General's calculations—if his assumption about the original target was correct.
The same day George and Bolton confirmed his calculations, Gina was relieved to hear Cathy finally pronounce that, in a pinch, they could leave any time the proper sort of storm was forecast in the Pacific. They had to have the storm to cover their escape to their underground refuge.
Nothing in the scent of today's gentle warm breezes suggested storms ahead, but Gina was ready to believe anything that allowed them to start. Against her better judgment, the others insisted on risking one fleeting trip to Corrales to pick up a few last-minute pieces of Bolton's and George's computer equipment. Ember, too, wanted to fill in some smaller details of her part of the plan. She also said she needed more practice at powering the plane, but Gina put her foot down on that idea. "We have to go, Ember, before I chicken out."
Gina could see no more obstacles to their immediate departure, but with a storm on the horizon, Lee insisted they wait another day—to September ninth. [What now?] she asked, her hands moving with angry precision.
[It's Saint Peter Claver's Day] Lee signed back.
[Who the hell is Saint Peter Whathisname?] Gina signed.
Lee's expressive face showed surprise, as it always did whenever one of the Stringers didn't seem to know all the patron saints. [He opposed slavery, and protected foreign missions.]
[So?]
His signing was packed with emotion. [I was a slave to my father, and now we're going on a foreign mission to right that wrong.]
He touched an elaborate medal hanging around his neck. Gina hadn't paid attention to it before. [Saint Peter Claver will protect us.]
That was his final word, a word that didn't broach any argument.
So, after one more unbearably impatient day, Gina gathered her small backpack, hugged everybody, and held hands with Lee and Shaia. A moment later, she found herself on top of a hill overlooking the Bolivian city of Potosi.
As close as Lee had been able to determine, the rock that fell on Corrales might have come from Bolivia, Peru, Chile, or Argentina. They'd chosen Bolivia because it had more possible sources of that particular rock, and because it was reputed to be the safest place to travel in the hinterlands. Gina wanted to leave immediately, but Lee wanted to do further research, at least on Bolivia.
[We'll save time if we know more about what we're doing] Lee signed.
[We'll save time if we just go. We don't want Garland's people to know we're going to Bolivia, which he will if we start asking around] Gina countered.
As usual, Gina won, but soon regretted the lack of research.
They teleported straight to Potosi, a tourist attraction with over a hundred thousand population, thinking they wouldn't be particularly noticed. Potosi—the highest city in the world—was a good place to become acclimatized to the altitudes, and it also sat in the middle of a likely mining district. They arrived in freezing rain and tried to check into a dry tourist hotel. When the desk clerk inspected their passports, which were not stamped for entry, he slipped into the small office to call the local police. Gina shuffled the triad out of sight of the lobby loungers, they held hands, and disappeared. They emerged on a slope, high above Lake Titicaca.
The weather was drier there, miles away from Potosi, but it was cold. They risked popping into La Paz to check the airport and tried to look like inconspicuous American tourists—if such a thing was possible. They located the arrivals screen, walked quietly into a hidden alcove, and returned to their hiding place to wait for Flight 1437.
They could hear the biting high plains winds whistling around their modest shelter—the three remaining unmortared rock walls of what had apparently once been a church, in a desolate place that had apparently once been an entire village.
[I thought it would be warmer near the lake], Lee signed, and Gina translated for Shaia. [We should have brought Ember with us to keep us warm.]
"We should have brought one of our Spanish speakers, at least," Gina laughed, shivering. "She would have been a good choice."
"They need her to fly the plane," Shaia reminded them. "My broken Spanish will have to do. If I don't know a word, my sister has a translator handy." She looked thoughtfully at the ruins of the village. "Besides, I don't think too many of the natives in the high altitudes speak Spanish. At least not the Spanish I learned from books."
As soon as the daily flight arrived from the US, they planned to mix with the exiting crowd and pretend to have arrived in the normal way, on Flight 1437 from Miami. Unfortunately, Flight 1437 was late. It was due at 10:17, but it was now half past eleven. Every ten minutes, Lee and Gina would pop into the lobby of the airport in front of the arrival screen, catch any updates in the arrival time, and pop back a second later to their remote sanctuary.
"It sure is a big lake," said Shaia, breathing hard, but trying to pass time in conversation. Except for the short airport excursions, they'd all been there since mid-afternoon, early enough to do some exploring by daylight, when it had been relatively warm. "And high. I'm still huffing and puffing."
"It's going to require a few days to adapt to working at these altitudes." Gina gasped, also having some trouble breathing Bolivia's clear but thin mountain air. "I guess that's one of the down sides of Lee's instant transportation—no time to adjust for altitude. The tourbook says Titicaca is the highest navigable body of water in the world. Luckily, we started from mile-high Corrales. Gives us a five-day head start over sea level."
Now, finally, at 11:45, Gina and Lee popped back to inform Shaia the flight would be arriving at the gate in fifteen minutes. This next hop would be the tricky one, trying to land all three of them unnoticed in the arrival area, before the customs gate. The best hiding place they'd found was a pay-shower booth in the ladies room. On each hop, they'd plugged in some bolivanos, so it wouldn't be occupied later when they teleported in.
Luckily, the ladies room was empty at midnight. Gina slipped outside the booth and put a coin in the slot to ensure privacy, then slipped back in and locked the door. Until they heard sounds of arriving passengers, they had nothing to do but huddle together and wait.
Five long minutes passed until they heard the bathroom door open. Rapid footsteps headed for a toilet stall. The instant the stall door closed, they stepped out of the booth, hoping to exit before another woman from Flight 1437 felt the urge to relieve herself.
Ten feet from the door, their luck ran out. An ancient señora in a bright yellow and green shawl cast Lee a blaming eye, looked back at the entrance for a moment, but then shuffled quickly for the next open stall. Evidently, she'd decided against alerting the authorities to the presence of a pervert in the ladies room.
With Gina in the lead as lookout, they exited and slipped as inconspicuously as they could into the crowd lining up at the customs booths. With everyone's attention on the uniformed customs officials ahead of them, the trio attracted no notice as they stepped into the rear of the longest line.
From then on, the process went without a hitch. Nobody ever asked to see boarding passes on arrival. The customs inspectors simply assumed they had arrived on the flight with everyone else. They gave typical tourist answers to all the questions, submitted to a cursory search of one of their carry-on backpacks, changed some more dollars to bolivianos at the bank, and caught the airport coach from El Alto to the city. Listening to the destinations of several Americans on board, they decided to try for a room at Suites Camino Real.
In the futuristic crystalline hotel lobby, the desk clerk tried halfheartedly to fuss about their late arrival with no reservation, but relented under the combined pressures of Gina's mind and a twenty-dollar bill. For another twenty, he booked them into a two-bedroom suite on the penthouse floor, assuring them it had spectacular views of the city and surrounding area.
Once in their suite, they decided they were too tired even for room service. They retired to their luxurious beds, agreeing they would search in the morning after a hearty breakfast and shopping for some warm clothes. Shaia thought of checking in with her twin, to let her know the chase was on, but when her head hit the pillow, the thought evaporated.
In the morning, when Gina and Shaia went into Lee's room to wake him for breakfast and shopping, they found him kneeling over the toilet, wracked with dry heaves. He was so weak, they had to help him back to bed. When he tried to jab his index fingers together to sign for [pain], he missed by two inches.
Shaia called the concierge, who sent the house doctor to their suite. Dr. Alvarez was a short, mustached man in a tailored brown suit, exuding confidence. With an irregular mixture of Spanish, English, and hand gestures, they managed to communicate about Lee's symptoms—but Dr. Alvarez didn't seem particularly worried. He reached into his black bag, but instead of pulling out the expected medicine, he handed Gina a full-color brochure. "Many turistas feel this." It was a brochure about altitude sickness, and gave directions for rest, large quantities of water, aspirin, no alcohol, plus 125 mg of acetazolamide every twelve hours until Lee was symptom-free. "If this does not cure, then come to clinic for oxígeno."
The doctor shook Lee's wobbly hand, then left. Halfway out the door, he turned and said, "Do not climb …" He pointed upward, as if unsure of the English preposition. "… more than three hundred meters in one day. Absolutamente."
The force with which he said "absolutamente" convinced Gina and Shaia not to leave Lee alone. "We have to change our neat little plans."
"Bad as this altitude is, we can't just pop down to the hotel for a meal, shower, or change of clothes. We're going to have to spend nights at altitude to allow our bodies to adjust."
"If we can adjust," said Gina. "Looking at Lee, it's hard to believe we can survive at even higher altitudes."
"I don't have to look at Lee," Shaia admitted. I don't feel so good either."
"What about your sister?" Gina asked. "Even if you adapt, will she? Will she pass out when you change places for some little communication?"
"I don't know how it works, but it hasn't been a problem in the past. Though we've never been at this altitude before."
After one day of confinement, Lee was feeling well enough to dine out in the neighborhood, which featured a choice of Swiss, Chinese, Japanese, Italian, and native cuisine. To be safe, they restricted him to more familiar American—Burger King for lunch and Tex-Mex for supper. When he survived the chile for a whole night, they pronounced him well enough to tour La Paz for a couple of days before ascending stepwise to even higher altitudes.
The first day, they stayed close to the hotel, walking, to find out what was available and to test their communication in Spanish. At first they relied totally on Shaia, who could accomplish ordinary tourist exchanges with some accuracy. When she had trouble, Lee's expressiveness with his hands often helped. While they were selecting avocados at a fruit stand in the local market, a young man dressed in a shabby gray suit with no tie saw Gina signing the conversation to Lee. He came running across the dusty street and started waving his hands at her.
She recognized about a quarter of his signs, then Lee stepped forward and began a rapid exchange. On his TypeeTalkee, he explained to Gina he could understand about half the signs, and the man wanted them to follow him somewhere.
After about a mile of uphill hiking—to Gina, La Paz seemed uphill in all directions—they were led into a tiny electronics store with an illuminated blue Philips sign mounted over the door reading Electronica Supremo. The colorfully-clad middle-aged clerk led them to a locked display case holding four shelves of handheld devices. She pulled one called Spanish Maestro Supreme that translated typing in English to spoken Spanish and vice versa. Gina wanted to buy three, but the little shop only had one. The excited clerk promised to have two more by mañana, or certainamante the day after. No, they might find them at the supermercado, but she would give them the lowest price and a lifetime guarantee.
"I like her enthusiasm," Gina said. "We won't be able to tolerate the full altitude for a couple of days, so let's wait for two more of these useful devices."
To the clerk's delight, Gina bought her entire small stock of batteries for the Maestro, and also for the TypeeTalkee. Then they treated their deaf guide to a lunch in a makeshift street cafe, surrounded by attentive, petticoated Bolivian matrons tending their cooking pots. Practicing with their new Maestro, Gina and Lee ordered tucanos, a sort of empanada with meat, potatoes, and raisins in a hot, hot sauce. Shaia, being more adventurous, had a tin bowl of macaroni stew with a side order of, according to Maestro, roasted whole guinea pig.
"How do you like it?" asked Gina, dubiously.
"Tasty," Shaia said, picking her teeth. "More bones than meat, though. Next time I'll try the llama."
Gina immediately ended the discussion of food. "Let's start at the Museo del Oro. It's close to here, and it might give us some idea of the mining areas of Bolivia."
[I'm especially interested in mines no longer functioning] Lee signed. At the museum, he followed up by purchasing several maps, but came away discouraged. [There are dozens of possibilities.]
[Maybe the Museo de Etnografía y Folklore will be better] Gina signed, while Shaia was trying unsuccessfully to narrow down the choices.
The Museo was housed in an eighteenth century residence, which to Gina somehow looked more promising. She hoped to find an anthropologist who might have heard folk tales of some powerful person who could throw large objects, but the attendants were simply tour guides who knew nothing but what was written on the exhibits' placards.
One guide recommended they try the universities, but could provide no specific contacts. Discouraged, but deciding not to overtire Lee, they saved the Museo de Historia Natural for the next day, dining on bland Chinese cuisine and retiring early.
They spent the morning hiking and lounging 600 meters above La Paz, The Museo didn't open until noon, but proved their most useful resource so far. There was an extensive, dusty library on Bolivia's geology, where they spent a profitable afternoon copying maps and studying old texts. Claudia, the librarian, an eager sixty-something spinster, wouldn't allow them to handle any of her precious documents, but happily fetched everything for them, copied whatever they asked for. She also helped them translate Spanish and German texts.
When Claudia went into the stacks for a book referenced on one of the maps, Shaia whispered, "She seems delighted to have visitors."
Gina looked around the large room full of study cubicles and saw no other people. "You can see why."
Claudia refused money for her assistance, but asked if they would help her puzzle out some nineteenth century reports by an English paleontologist. They were glad to oblige, and came away with some of their best information so far, including two personal university contacts, one at Universidad Andina Simón Bolívar in Sucre, the other at Universidad Católica Boliviana in Cochabamba. They celebrated with a fine dinner at the hotel's La Suisse restaurant, planning their next day's excursion—by ordinary transportation, the Bolivian bus.
The bus back from Cochabamba was a gorgeous ride, passing through many fascinating villages against a background of snow-covered Andes peaks. Some of the villages themselves were as high as 4,000 meters, and with the windows open, the cold air made Gina even more gloomy. She paid no attention to the adobe and stone buildings, even less to the colorfully dressed people. The only things she found worthy of note were the stone memorials for people killed in highway accidents. "With these roads, and these drivers, I can see why memorials are a growth business."
Lee, however, found everything fascinating, His TypeeTalkee said, "I think I've figured out this country. Everything that moves is colorful. Everything that's fixed is any color you want as long as it's gray."
Shaia looked at the reflection of their bus in the store window where they waited for yet another lengthy local stop to terminate. The curving bright lines of red, orange, and yellow wavered in the imperfections of the glass, seeming to confirm his theory. "What about the flowers? Cochabamba was filled with them."
"You can pick flowers, and they move in the wind."
Gina watched impatiently as the line of peasants at the bus door halted for extended good-byes from two middle-aged men wearing bright blue sweaters and white hats. "The people are brightly colored, but don't seem to move much."
Shaia, crowded in with their day packs, barely had room to elbow Gina. "Why are you so crabby?"
"We wasted another day. I hope we have better luck at Sucre."
In truth, the day hadn't been entirely wasted because Gina had learned how to use her power to improve their communication. If she concentrated on the Spanish speaker's mind, she could speak English, slowly, and they would apparently think she was speaking Spanish. It worked the other way, too. She could understand them, at least it seemed so with the kindly old ethnographer-priest at the Universidad Católica Boliviana.
Not that it helped. Padre Tedeo knew tales of people who could turn themselves into animals, or with special powers to locate silver underground, but the only "thrower" he could think of was Thunapa, or Thunupa, the God—sometimes Goddess—of Rivers and Lakes. Thunupa was supposed to have formed the Andean landscape by lightning, earthquakes, floods, and, in some tales, throwing huge rocks around. These stories were all ancient—and, to Father Tedeo, slightly heretical. Nowadays, he was sure. "People speak only of the one true God, whose only Son died on the Cross for our sins."
Father Tedeo suggested they visit the archaeological museum and come back in time for mass at his church. When they were out of earshot, Shaia said, "He never asked if we were Catholic."
"It was Lee," said Gina. "The good father presumed we were, because of Lee's extensive knowledge of the saints."
"I don't think so. He's simply never met anyone who wasn't Catholic."
Gina saw the old man returning and said, quickly, "He'll probably have a stroke if we tell him, so don't volunteer any information." She turned and greeted the Padre with a smile. Through the Maestro, she said, "We will try to return, father, unless we spend too much time at the museum."
She had no intention of coming back for mass, anyway, but found the archaeological museum much more useful than she'd hoped. The museum was concerned with the ancient past, and with objects rather than folk tales. Still, Urbano, the curator, a fortyish Bolivian with light skin, blue eyes, and thick glasses inadvertently gave them a possible lead. He had no folk tales to share, but when Gina mentioned they were looking for a mine that might have been abandoned, he perked up. He led them to a workroom and handed Gina a dry piece of gray wood, looking at her expectantly.
"¿Cuál es?" she tried in Spanish.
He was proud of his English. "It is the beam of a balance. Dating by the carbon, it is pre-Columbian. At least, the wood is so. Perhaps the tool was made in more recent times from the old wood."
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