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Prologue

Colorado Springs,

1901

Nikola Tesla picked
his way down the steep hillside under a sky washed clean by the
previous night's thunderstorms. The grass was still damp, and slick
enough to make him watch his footing with even more care than
usual, so that he was well into the clearing where he had left the
receiver before he realized that someone was there before him. He
stiffened, ready to shout, and in the same instant saw that it was
a child. A girl, actually, a girl in dungarees and a faded blouse
with a long blonde braid falling forward over her shoulder. She had
a walking stick in one hand, a heavy branch scavenged somewhere on
the mountain, and Tesla braced himself to shout again, for fear
she'd touch the device and hurt herself. But, no, she was keeping
well clear of it, just squatted beside it, staring at the blackened
casing and the wires that trailed out of it. Tesla caught his
breath, relieved that she had at least that much sense.

"Young lady. What are you doing here?"

She looked up, not startled but a little
wary. "Oh. Am I on your land?"

"Yes."

"I'm sorry." She came to her feet, a tall
girl, blue-eyed, maybe eleven or twelve years old. Or perhaps
younger: usually girls lost that direct gaze by the time they were
ten, and he was no real judge of such matters. "I didn't see it
posted."

Tesla couldn't remember if the property was
marked on this side, and looked down at the damaged device instead.
It was blackened and broken, a few wires melted to bright puddles,
and the girl cleared her throat.

"I think it got hit by lightning," she said.
"I'm pretty sure one of the bolts hit around here last night."

Tesla blinked. "You were watching the
storm?"

She nodded.

"And you weren't afraid." He made it a
statement, not a question, seeing the answer in her eyes, but she
responded anyway.

"Not particularly. It was mostly up here, and
we have a lightning rod, all the base houses do. So I figured I was
safe as long as I didn't go out."

An Army brat, Tesla thought. That explained
why she seemed older than her years, though not what she was doing
this high on his mountain on what was surely a school day. "And why
are you here now?"

"I'm looking for thunderstones," she
said.

Tesla blinked. "There's no such thing."

"Are you sure?" she asked. "I mean, yes, I
know that's what the books say, but Maria Consuela has one, and she
swears on all the saints that her Aunt Pilar found it in the pit
where the lightning struck. So after last night, I thought — I'd
never have a better chance to find out for myself."

"Which is why you're not in school," Tesla
said.

She looked contrite. "We already did this
reader at Papa's last posting, I'm not missing anything important."
She scuffed one toe in the grass beside the device, clearly
searching for a change of subject. "Was this — did you put this out
to catch the lightning?"

Tesla blinked again, unable to suppress a
smile. It wasn't often that someone guessed correctly about his
work. "Very good," he said. "Though attracting it to the receiver
wasn't the intent of the experiment."

"It really burned it up," she said.

"Yes." Tesla knelt on the damp grass,
carefully parting the broken casing. "A small problem I'll have to
solve, if there's to be any serious transmission of electricity
over long distances."

"Papa says — and Miss Hoffmann, too, she says
that electricity attracts lightning," the girl said. "Because it is
lightning, or maybe because lightning is electricity…." Her voice
trailed off doubtfully, and Tesla gave her an encouraging nod.

"Yes, she's quite right, they're the same
thing. It's merely that one has been harnessed for use and the
other hasn't."

"Like a mustang and a saddle horse."

Tesla couldn't help smiling at the very
western metaphor, imagining himself putting saddle and bridle on
the streamers of electricity produced in his lab. "A bit, yes. May
I borrow your stick?"

She handed it over without question, and
Tesla used it to lever the remains of the device out of the
rain-softened ground. There was more damage than he had expected,
and he couldn't control a sigh as he tucked it into the pack he had
carried down from the lab.

"Maria Consuela says that ghosts are
electricity, too," the girl said, frowning. "That's why they
glow."

Tesla considered. "Human beings certainly
have an electrical charge, but once they're dead — though I suppose
the soul could be electrical in nature." He smiled again, amused by
the notion, but the girl's expression remained serious.

"Ghost lights could be electricity. At least
that's what Papa says."

"They could." St. Elmo's fire was certainly
electricity.

"I bet that's what's up at the Silver
Bullet."

Tesla turned sharply. "And what do you know
about that?"

She hunched her shoulders just a little, but
managed to meet his eyes. "Just what people say. There are lights
at the minehead, when there haven't been miners there for ten
years. They're supposed to be the lights of miners killed in
cave-ins, or something. Papa says that's not true, though."

"There are… things in the Silver Bullet,"
Tesla said. "I've done some work there myself, and it's a haunted
place." He paused, seeing the flash of fear cross her face, and
gave an apologetic shrug. "Look, since you're here, how about you
make yourself useful? There are three more of these. Help me
collect them, and I'll show you how the experiment was supposed to
work."

The girl grinned, all fear forgotten.
"Really?"

Tesla nodded. "Really."

"And can we look for thunderstones on the
way?"

"You can keep any thunderstones you find,"
Tesla said.

 



Chapter
One

Los Angeles,

November 11, 1932

Lewis crouched by
the Terrier's open door, the thick harness cinched tight around his
torso. Below him the chaparral was faded and dry, the end of autumn
in the hills outside Los Angeles, a faint puff of cloud of smoke on
the horizon. They'd been talking about fires in the hangar before
they took the Terrier up for this latest test, the mechanics
muttering in Spanish by the back door, the engineers talking
quietly in English as they waited for the inventor to explain the
mail hook, and Lewis hoped it was just cloud. The last thing they
needed was a wildfire up in the hills, tightening nerves already
stretched to the breaking point.

Not that the first few days' testing hadn't
gone well. This new version of the Terrier was a honey, and Henry
was showing them all sorts of new equipment that they could backfit
onto the older Terrier they had at home — the Terrier that Henry
Kershaw was still showing in his advertisements, the one that had
won the Great Passenger Derby only eight months before — and if
part of their job was to talk nicely to reporters and Henry's
potential investors, well, they'd known that going in. It was just
that today's job was going less well.

Lewis glanced at the winch bolted to the
cabin floor behind him, the rubber-lined maw of the catch bin open
above it, heavy-duty springs holding it in place. They were
supposed to absorb the shock of the mail bag as it was catapulted
up the wire, but neither he nor Mitch were convinced they were
going to work as advertised. So far, however, they hadn't managed
to get the wire onto the target at all.

The Terrier banked lazily back toward the
field, and Lewis looked toward the cockpit. "Going in this time?"
he shouted.

Mitch waved a hand. "Let's do it again."

Lewis waved back, and took a tighter grip on
the straps beside the door. He had had his doubts about the device
from the beginning. It was supposed to streamline mail delivery in
small, out-of-the-way stations by making it possible for a plane to
drop off and pick up the mail on the same pass. Instead of dropping
the mailbag, though, you had to steer it into a special box; once
the mailbag hit, it would trigger a catapult that would fling the
outgoing mailbag up and theoretically into the departing plane. He
could see the field ahead of them, the target painted in bright
black and white chevrons, swelling larger now as Mitch dropped
lower, lining up on the mail device. The trick was to plant the
heavy hook in the vee of those chevrons, where it would snap into a
guide slot and be pulled forward to trigger the catapult that would
fling the mailbag back into the air and hopefully keep the bag from
snapping the cable. Or at least that was the theory. So far on
three passes he hadn't managed to get the hook positioned
correctly. This time, they were trying it with a half-weight
mailbag, in the hope that the extra weight would make it easier to
steer, but he wasn't particularly hopeful.

They were at a hundred feet and not much
above stalling, Mitch holding the big plane steady as though it was
the easiest thing in the world. Lewis pulled the winch lever and
kicked the mailbag out the door.

"Bag's away!"

The plane lurched a little as the drag hit,
and then they were dropping lower still, the mailbag riding at the
end of seventy feet of cable. Mitch had them lined up perfectly,
Lewis thought, holding his breath. Just keep her steady… The target
flashed beneath them, and the winch squealed as the mailbag went
into the opening at last. The Terrier rocked as the cable caught,
and the mailbag tore loose; a second later, there was a bang and a
puff of smoke below, and Lewis hastily reversed the winch. He could
see the mailbag flying up at them as Mitch increased power, pulled
up in a gentle climb, and then the bag reached the apogee of its
flight ten feet below the plane and started to fall back.

"We missed it!" Lewis yelled, and tightened
his grip on the straps. The Terrier rocked wildly for a moment, and
then Mitch had it under control. Lewis increased the winch's speed
again, but he could see the end flapping wildly, hook and bag torn
away. "Hold her steady! We've lost the bag, there's twenty feet of
cable loose out there —"

"Got it!" Mitch held the Terrier solid as a
rock, her wings never wavering, and Lewis worked the winch
controls. All they needed was for some of that cable to fly
forward, foul any one of the three engines, and they'd be just one
more crumpled wreck among the sagebrush. But, no, there it was, the
broken end reeled safely aboard, and Lewis locked the winch
again.

"All aboard!"

"Great!" Mitch showed thumbs-up from the
cockpit. "Shut her down, we're taking her home."

"Might as well," Lewis answered. He wrestled
the cabin door closed again, then released his harness and came
forward to take the co-pilot's seat.

"We lose it all?" Mitch hung up the radio,
banked the Terrier back toward the field.

"Just the bag and the hook. Probably some
line, but I can't tell how much."

"Well, we can't do anything more without the
hook," Mitch answered, and brought the Terrier around again, lining
up for the landing.

Mitch brought the Terrier into the hangar
without stopping on the tarmac, and Lewis gave him a sidelong
glance as they shut down the big engines.

"I've had enough for today," Mitch said, with
a crooked smile. "I didn't think this was a smart idea to start
with, and I haven't changed my mind."

Lewis nodded, and hauled himself out of the
cabin. He clambered around the winch array and opened the cabin
door, letting in a swirl of warm, dry air — nothing like Colorado
Springs, smelling instead of his childhood, dry brush and dust and
resin from the stunted pines behind the hangar. Sunlight was
pouring in the big main door, and Henry's shadow stretched across
the concrete as he hurried toward them.

"What's the problem? I thought you were going
to make a couple more passes."

"Like I told your radio guy," Mitch said,
over Lewis's shoulder. "We broke the hook. And we weren't having
much luck anyway. I'd like to give it a little more thought before
we try it again."

"Just the hook isn't solid enough to catch in
the target slot," Lewis said. "But when we tried it with a
half-weight bag, the rope snapped."

"What went wrong?" That was the catapult's
inventor, a shaggy man named Marlborough, bustling up to join them.
"Surely there's plenty of daylight to make a few more runs."

"The rope snapped," Lewis said.

"There's a spare hook," Marlborough said.
"Really, you should have been more careful."

"It's not working," Mitch said, to Henry. "I
think Lewis is right, we need more weight to hold the rope steady
for the target, but then we either need heavier rope or a better
toss from the catapult, I don't know which. And we were getting low
on fuel anyway."

"Nonsense," Marlborough said.

Henry put a hand on his shoulder. "Sorley's
right, we should call it a day. Jim, why don't you and I take a
look at the mechanism, see if we can spot anything? Boys, you might
as well head on back to the hotel. But don't forget, I promised you
dinner at the Legion tonight."

"We wouldn't forget that," Mitch said, with
an easy smile. "Not today. Come on, Lewis."

Lewis nodded, unzipping his heavy jacket.
Behind him, he heard Marlborough grumbling, and Henry saying
something soothing, and then Marlborough's voice rose again.

"Maybe get somebody beside that Mexican to
work the winch, that might fix it —"

Lewis stiffened, unable to stop himself from
glancing back, and saw Henry lift his head.

"You're forgetting who he is, Jim. Lewis is
one-third of the reason Gilchrist won the Great Passenger Derby,
and I trust his judgment implicitly —"

"Lewis?" Mitch looked over his shoulder, far
enough away that he clearly hadn't heard, and Lewis shook himself.
It wasn't his business, wasn't his problem; they were here on
contract, and they'd get paid — well-paid — for their week's work
no matter what Marlborough thought.

"Coming." He followed Mitch out to their
borrowed Ford. It was strange to remember that this was Armistice
Day, here in California, in the autumn dust and the smells of his
childhood. In 1918, he'd been at a secondary field, his unit just
rotated off the front, resting in case the bargain fell apart at
the last minute. He could still remember how unnatural the silence
had seemed when the last guns had finally stopped. He'd been
commissioned less than six months, and knew that somehow he was
going to remain a pilot.

Someone was shouting in Spanish from behind
the smaller hangar, the one where the mechanics had their shop, and
he looked up sharply, but couldn't make out more than
election and Roosevelt. That could mean anything,
everybody seemed on edge since Roosevelt had won, but sure enough
someone yelled back something about crazy Socialists before an
Anglo voice ordered them to break it up.

Mitch was looking at him, head cocked to one
side. "Problems?"

Lewis shook his head
and folded himself into the car. "Nope. Nothing at all."

"What is that?"
Lewis muttered disbelievingly under his breath. It was a
three-story building built like a ziggurat, with each square story
smaller than the one beneath it, the top one finished in a peaked
roof. Each tier used the roof of the one below as balcony space,
giving it the air of a castle meant to be defended against siege,
and the doors were twelve feet tall and bronze. Around them were
massive blocks and crenellations done in blue and white tile with
gold rosettes showing an eight pointed star, while above it a row
of bronze shields were surmounted by the five pointed star within a
circle of the American Legion. "Don't you think it's a bit
much?"

"It looks like the Ishtar Gate," Mitch said.
Lewis looked at him sideways and he shrugged. "Babylon. Jerry went
on and on about it for a while. Same blue and white tiles, same
rosettes."

Henry finished paying the cabbie and joined
them, a jovial smile on his face. "Well, boys? How do you like our
Legion post? We built it three years ago, and we're still doing
some work inside. Not that the grill isn't up and running! And I've
got to say our cook is a pretty talented guy."

"It's real nice," Mitch said. Lewis
nodded.

Henry clapped Lewis on the shoulder. "Can't
tell Alma I'm not treating you right! Got to show you all the
amenities of our little burg."

"You've been very kind," Lewis said
awkwardly.

It was true, Mitch thought, that Henry had
certainly been pulling out all the stops this week. And he was
paying through the nose to boot. It made sense to a certain extent
-- Henry was paying Gilchrist Aviation nicely to have Mitch and
Lewis spend a week in LA test piloting the improvements to the next
generation of Terriers. It made sense to spend the money not only
for the guys who had won the Great Passenger Derby, but also Mitch
had to admit that there probably weren't many pilots in the country
who'd spent as much time in the cockpit of a Terrier as he had, or
who knew her quirks and whims half as well. He'd put them up in a
top hotel, wined them and dined them and made sure they didn't lack
for a thing. It was starting to make Mitch suspicious. Henry never
gave something for nothing, and while he knew he was worth every
penny paid for his time in the air, this was going over the
top.

About as over the top as the Hollywood
American Legion post. At home they had an old converted barn.

Still, this was Friday night, the last night
of the second week in November, and tomorrow they'd be flying
home.

"Come on in, boys," Henry said, leading them
up the steps. There was a fellow at the door, a big burly guy who'd
no doubt served himself and did double duty as doorman and bouncer,
but he knew Henry.

"Good evening, Mr. Kershaw," he said.

"Evening, Mac," Henry said. "This is Major
Sorley and Captain Segura. They're both from a post in Colorado.
They're my guests tonight."

"Gentlemen," the doorman said, opening the
big bronze portals like something out of the Old Testament.

Inside, things were just as over the top —
the antechamber was domed with stained glass windows, an abrupt
change from Ishtar Gate to Alhambra in a way that would be
guaranteed to make Jerry's head hurt.

"The grill's down in the basement," Henry
said. He winked. "Full service."

Which meant it was as much bar as restaurant,
which suited Mitch just fine at this point in the week. He reckoned
the Legion wasn't much worried about a vice raid. There was enough
money in this post to pay some serious kickbacks.

The grill was domed too, but paneled in dark
walnut the effect was surreal — combination gentleman's club and
Moroccan palace, with white-coated waiters and art deco light
fixtures, an adjacent billiards room and a giant falcon-headed
statue of Horus that clashed wildly with the full Edwardian dinner
service. Lewis blinked, and Mitch leaned over. "Now we know where
Henry gets his design ideas," Mitch whispered. The décor on Henry's
airship had been Mission meets Mars, with chrome and cowhide.

Lewis tried not to laugh, but he did at least
crack a smile and relax a little bit. This was not at all Lewis'
scene.

The waiter presented each of them with a menu
printed on heavy vellum as they settled into their seats, no prices
listed of course, and Mitch twitched an eyebrow. Surely they had
some members who'd care what dinner cost? Not many vets could do
this sort of thing, especially the way the economy was now, and
vets were unemployed at rates far higher than the general
population. But maybe they didn't. Maybe somewhere else in LA were
the posts for regular guys.

Henry waited until they'd ordered
(porterhouse steak with mushroom demi glacé, which looked good to
Mitch) and opened a good bottle of burgundy before he got down to
brass tacks. "It's been great having you guys here. Really
great."

"The new Terrier is pretty sweet," Lewis
said. "And a radio on board. That's good."

"State of the art," Henry said. "Radios are
going to be required equipment on planes pretty soon, just as
standard as the magnetic compass." He looked at Mitch. "And easy to
retrofit to an older model. I know you've done the Terrier, but you
might want to consider it for anything else you've got."

"Good thing to think about," Mitch said,
taking a sip of his wine. Expensive, but Alma could probably work
out a deal. "I can see how it would be useful. It's been nice
having it on the new plane."

"Very useful," Henry said. "And above and
beyond what you've seen, I've got some other ideas coming down the
pike that I think you'll find interesting."

"Like what?" Mitch sat up straighter. Any
improvement to the Terrier was interesting.

Henry grinned, lifting his glass. "Well, to
begin with…" The smile abruptly faded from his face. "Crap," he
said, looking over Mitch's shoulder at a man approaching their
table.

He wore a black pinstriped suit, neatly
tailored to his small and slender form, short and dynamic, with
dark hair and matching mustache and Van Dyke beard. There was
something arresting about him, some charisma that made eyes turn to
him. "Henry!" he said cheerfully. "It's great to see you!"

"Great to see you too," Henry said, getting
to his feet and shaking hands. "How's it going, Bill?"

"Good, good." The small man gave everyone at
the table a warm smile. "Who are your friends?"

"This is Mitchell Sorley with Gilchrist
Aviation. Lewis Segura with the same," Henry said. "They're doing
some test flying for me. Boys, this is Bill Pelley. He's a
scriptwriter. You probably know him from some Lon Chaney movies --
he does a lot of horror for Lon."

Pelley looked from one of them to the other,
focusing that direct gaze on Mitch, and wrung Henry's hand again.
"Oh, that's probably not what you know me from," he said. "You've
probably heard of my writings on near-death experiences, Seven
Minutes in Eternity? It's the story of the seven minutes I spent
clinically dead and the profound changes those seven minutes made
in my life."

"I imagine it would," Lewis said.

Pelley didn't look away from Mitch. "A very
profound spiritual experience," he said. "Transformative." He
glanced around the dining room. "It made me realize that this was
nothing but worldly dross. Heaven is where our rewards will be, and
riches and success are of little value in the world beyond. What
matters is the transformation of our hearts and of the
transformation of the world in the image of heaven."

"Very true," Mitch said with a glance at
Henry. Surely this was Lodge business, not something to be talked
about loudly in the middle of a very public place?

"I realized that it was time to leave
Hollywood and its fakery," Pelley said. "I bought a house in
Asheville, North Carolina, in the Blue Ridge Mountains, where
people are dedicated to a purer, simpler life. As you know of
course, Major Sorley, being from North Carolina yourself."

Mitch started. "You seem to know a lot about
me, Mr. Pelley." He looked at Henry.

"You're well known," Pelley said. "Winner of
the Great Passenger Derby, Great War Ace…. You're a distinguished
soldier, Major Sorley."

"I'm a pilot," Mitch said.

The waiter stopped on the other side of
Henry's chair, swaying on his feet as if reluctant to break in.
"Mr. Kershaw?" he said. "There is a phone call for you, sir. Your
wife."

Henry got up. "Excuse me just a moment,
boys." He didn't seem at all sorry to go.

Pelley smiled. "You don't have an ounce of
pride. That's a sure sign of an advanced soul."

Lewis shifted uncomfortably. "Should we be
talking about this here?"

"There's nothing to be ashamed of." Pelley
didn't look at Lewis. "Are you ashamed of serving God?"

Lewis' mouth opened and shut.

"I've been looking forward to meeting you,
Major Sorley," Pelley said. "I have heard a lot about you. Through
the Legion and other places. A true, native born hero."

"If you'll excuse me." Lewis got up.
"Restroom." His ears were flaming.

Mitch took a deep breath. "I'm not a hero,
Mr. Pelley. And I don't see how I'm of interest to a
scriptwriter."

Pelley smiled again. "I'm not interested in a
script, though no doubt your biography would make an excellent
movie! Heroics in the air! The very next Wings! There's a big
market for that. But I've given up scriptwriting in favor of books
these days. There are more important things than movies." He looked
at Mitch thoughtfully. "The fate of our nation, for example. Major
Sorley, you've got to admit that we stand at a fateful
crossroad."

"We do. The election this week…." Mitch had
mailed his ballot absentee a month ago, no question about his vote.
Anybody But Hoover was a popular candidate this year, and Roosevelt
was the only one with a chance of winning. He'd done so in a
landslide.

Pelley nodded. "Yes, indeed. A terrible
choice, and no way for the American people to win. A choice between
an idiot failure and a communist is no choice at all."

"We'll see how it all works out," Mitch said
noncommittally.

Pelley grinned. "A good soldier --
nonpartisan to the core! We need men like you in the Legion."

"I'm a member at home in Colorado," Mitch
said, feeling that the American Legion was somewhat safer ground
than God or spiritual transformation. "It's a good post."

"Not the American Legion," Pelley said. "But
that great company that it echoes. I know a man I want to fight
beside when I see him."

"Fight for what?" Mitch asked.

"For America. For our way of life. There's
trouble coming, Major Sorley. Everyone is going to have to decide
which side they're on." He glanced toward the dining room doors.
"Even that Pachuco friend of yours."

"Lewis Segura is a good guy."

Pelley shrugged. "For a Mexican, maybe so.
But when there aren't enough jobs to go around, why should they
come in here and take our jobs?"

"Lewis was born in the United States and he
fought on the Western Front," Mitch said. "That makes him American
as far as I'm concerned."

Pelley fixed him with that disconcerting
gaze, a little smile playing at the corners of his mouth in his Van
Dyke beard. "And here I thought you were a patriot. I thought they
taught better in North Carolina."

Mitch leaned back in his chair, a lazy grin
spreading across his face. "My ancestors came to this country two
hundred years ago because they were religious dissenters thrown out
of every decent country in Europe. Well, except for the ones who
were transported because they were rebels, traitors and outlaws. I
reckon I ain't got a leg to stand on as far as who's worthy to get
in, and in my part of the state they valued hospitality and charity
to those in need. Those are my American values, Mr. Pelley. I don't
know what they taught where you grew up. Somewhere in New England,
I'd guess from your accent."

The little smile vanished. "There are two
Americas," Pelley said. "And right now they exist at the same time,
at war with each other. But one or the other is going to win, Major
Sorley." He glanced up at the enormous, tacky statues. "Hollywood.
Or Asheville. New York or Colorado Springs. Which is the real
America? Which one is the future? Which one is going to be ground
down into the dust until its culture and way of life become
extinct? You'd better decide which one you belong to. You can't
keep two dogs from a fight when they both want to tangle."

"I don't reckon that has to be," Mitch
said.

Pelley laughed. "Don't you? The whole world
is squaring off, left against right, communists against socialists,
Zionists against atheists. You think you're not going to have to
choose? Men against women, white men against brown…."

Mitch put his wine glass down on the table.
"I think we can help each other."

"You believe that Progressive twaddle about
the white man's burden?" Pelley snorted.

"I believe in the United States of America as
a government of the people, by the people, for the people," Mitch
quoted. "Whose just powers are derived from the consent of the
governed, established upon those principles of freedom, equality,
justice and humanity for which American patriots sacrificed their
lives and fortunes." His accent was always stronger when he was
angry, though his tone didn't change. "Those are my oaths, Mr.
Pelley. And I stand by them. Now good day to you, sir."

Pelley took a step back. "I expect you'll
regret that," he said mildly.

"Then I will," Mitch said. He could see Henry
approaching across the dining room. "Henry, I hope everything's ok
at home?"

"Fine," Henry said shortly, sitting down as
Pelley beat a hasty retreat. "Just fine. Now Mitch, there's
something I've been meaning to talk to you about."

"Hopefully not the same thing as your friend
Pelley," Mitch said sharply.

"He's not my friend," Henry said,
frowning.

"Isn't he in your Lodge?"

"Not my Lodge," Henry said. "He has his own
group, working from teachings of the Ascended Masters. He keeps
trying to get me to introduce him to people. Frankly he's been a
pain in the ass since that near-death experience he had a few years
ago. He's decided Jesus told him that he had to keep Stalin from
taking over the world."

"I'm not big on the guy either," Mitch
said.

"Yes, but you don't believe Jesus told you to
fight him," Henry pointed out.

"Jesus and I don't chat that much." Mitch
grinned. "I think I'm too far down the chain of command. 'Jesus,
buddy….' I think you ought to at least call an angel 'sir', much
less the boss himself."

"You can call him Emmanuel or Adonai all you
want," Henry snapped. "That's the way your Lodge does it."

"As long as you call him for dinner."

Henry burst out laughing. "Don't let Jerry
Ballard hear you say that!"

"Well, you know Jerry," Mitch said. "Why use
one word when twenty will do?"

"Ah, Jerry's a good guy," Henry said. "You
know I like him."

"I do," Mitch said.

"But there was something I wanted to talk to
you about, Mitch." Henry's face sobered. "Let me start by saying
I'd offer the same thing to Lewis but I know he'd never take it,
and I understand that. He's Alma's husband, and of course she comes
first with him. That's as it ought to be."

"You're asking me to marry you?" Mitch
quipped.

Henry snorted. "No, you scrub! I'm offering
you a job. I'd like you to come work for me as my number one test
pilot. You'd be the top of the totem pole, my go-to guy on the new
generation of Terriers and everything else coming along. You'd have
significant supervisory leeway. You could do things your way, have
the first dibs on every hot new plane. And I'm offering you eight
thousand dollars a year."

"Eight thousand?" Mitch blinked. That was
more than three times what Jerry had made as a high school teacher,
as much money as Gilchrist Aviation took in per year all total, and
that to pay the salary of four people and Joey Patterson part time,
plus all the day-to-day expenses of keeping the planes in the air.
He could afford to keep his share of Gilchrist on a salary like
that, pay for another pilot to take his runs — hell, he could put
real money into the business for a change.

"Eight thousand," Henry said. "Even in LA
that's a lot of money. But you're worth it. Not just for the
flying, but for the PR. But I know what you're worth in the
air."

"I'd have to live in LA," Mitch said. LA,
with its night clubs and speakeasies, its hot jazz and its top of
the line machine shops, its beautiful weather all year and girls
walking around wearing practically nothing. Movie stars and the
Hollywood Hills, Henry's connections and Henry's Lodge and Henry's
Legion post.

"Some people like LA," Henry said. "Lots of
things going for it. Don't you think it's time to step on up? The
number one test pilot for Republic…." He let his voice trail
off.

Mitch took a deep breath. "I'll have to think
about it, Henry."

"Take your time," Henry said. "No need to
make a decision before the first of the year. Just take the
holidays to think it over and let me know." He looked around the
opulent dining room. "Colorado Springs is a nice little town. But
it's a place people come from, not a place they go. This is where
it's happening, Mitch."

"I appreciate it, Henry." Mitch picked up his
glass again. "I'll think it over. Serious thought."

"Ok." Henry smiled.
"That's fair. Now what do you suppose happened to Lewis?"

The flags were
flying outside the doorway of New York's Harvard Club to honor
Armistice Day, the stars and stripes to the left of the door, the
scarlet banner with its plain white H to the right, the fabric
vivid against the faded brick and gray stone of the faux Georgian
facade. The lights were warm behind the long windows on the second
floor, bright in the gathering dusk. Iskinder Yonas Negasi paid off
his driver and made his way carefully across the sidewalk, avoiding
the people hurrying away from work. The doorman saw him coming,
hesitated for an instant, assessing the sober correct suit and the
poppy in the buttonhole, weighing that against brown skin and
African features, then recognized him and swung the door wide.

"Ras Iskinder." He touched his hat, and
Iskinder nodded.

"Thank you, George." He left his hat and coat
with the neatly-dressed coatcheck girl, careful not to notice her
excellent legs, and made his way into the hall. He was staying at
the Astoria this trip, as befitted his current role as unofficial
representative of various important persons, but he had been a
member of the Club for twenty years and still preferred its
comforts. It was one of the few places he could entertain guests
without fear of awkwardness.

Jerry Ballard was sitting in one of the
armchairs by the fireplace, the evening paper discarded on the
table at his elbow, and Iskinder couldn't repress a smile. It was
good to see his old roommate — especially good to see him here, in
New York, with a job in his proper field. The war had cost him too
much, his leg and his dearest friend; it was a relief to see him
almost happy again.

"Jerry! So good to see you."

"Iskinder." Jerry struggled to his feet,
holding out his hand. And that was Jerry, too, so careful of
propriety, and Iskinder gathered him into an exuberant embrace. For
a second, Jerry's shoulders were stiff, and then he relaxed,
returning the embrace with fervor. "How was the trip down?"

"Uneventful." It had been pleasant enough,
first class from Springfield; a brief delay at New Haven, but
nothing worth mentioning.

"And Mikael?"

As always when his son was mentioned,
Iskinder felt a surge of pride mixed with dread. He'd brought
Mikael to the States in August to see him settled into his first
year at Phillips Exeter, four years of boarding school that should
ease his entrance to Harvard, and from Harvard to the wider world.
He wanted his son to have all the education he himself had had, and
an elite school in America was safer by far than tutors at home,
especially for an only child. And his sister Miriam was right, he
should think of a second marriage, but after Tenagne — He put that
familiar grief aside, concentrating on the question. "He seems to
be settling in."

"What are his roommates like?" Jerry
asked.

Iskinder smirked. It was an old joke between
them. Jerry Ballard, scholarship boy from St. Vincent's Male Orphan
Asylum, had been assigned to share his freshman room because Jerry
could hardly object to rooming with anyone, never mind an African —
and Iskinder Yonas Negasi, whose father had insisted that his son
should be treated like any other student, could hardly object to
sharing a room with a scholarship boy. "One is a Persian prince and
the other is a Vanderbilt."

"A much better class of roommate," Jerry said
solemnly.

Iskinder chuckled. "Join me for a drink? Our
table's at seven."

Jerry nodded, collecting his cane, and let
himself be steered toward the elevator. "How does Mikael like this
new system Exeter's adopted? I hear good and bad about it."

"Mikael likes it, but he's never been afraid
to speak up. I don't know how I would have done — we were raised on
the principle that children might occasionally be seen, but never
heard."

Jerry smiled at that, and Iskinder claimed a
corner table, pretending not to notice how long it took Jerry to
settle himself. The white-jacketed waiter appeared at once — the
usual, Ras Iskinder? And you, sir? — and returned in short order
with their drinks in crystal tumblers. Iskinder took a careful sip
of his cocktail, and nodded approval of the whiskey.

"I'm amazed that this is permitted."

"Technically, assuming that none of the
liquor was purchased after 1920, it's not illegal to serve it in a
private club," Jerry answered. He took a long swallow of his own
drink. "And if it's not itemized on the tab, you can't prove
they're selling it. Mind you, I'm sure the membership pays off all
the relevant people, so I doubt it matters."

"True enough." Iskinder lifted his glass,
suddenly serious. "Absent friends."

A shadow crossed Jerry's face, and he nodded.
"Absent friends."

They touched glasses and drank, and Jerry
shook his head. "Fourteen years."

"It doesn't seem that long." He hadn't
actually been supposed to volunteer, no matter how much he wanted
to follow his classmates' example: Ethiopia was neutral, or leaned
to the Central Powers, not the Allies. And he'd been newly married,
Tenagne just pregnant with their child. Perhaps if he'd stayed with
her, not gone to war… But at the time it had seemed more important
to prove that he could and would fight for his ideals, and he'd
signed up along with the rest of them. And he had gained the Lodge,
and those friendships, which he wouldn't trade for anything.

"Long enough," Jerry said. "How many poppies
do you see here?"

"People have enough to worry about these days
without dwelling on the past," Iskinder answered. And that was
undeniably true, with unemployment claiming one man in five — the
year before, Jerry had been teaching high school in Colorado,
making less in a year than Iskinder had just spent on his son's
tuition. If it hadn't been for that mad race, who knew if Jerry
could have afforded to take this job? "Did you know that the Great
Passenger Derby made the papers in Cairo?"

As he'd hoped, Jerry's expression lightened
again. "No, really?"

"Indeed, it's true."

"Why in the world?"

"Maybe because it offered a chance to bet,"
Iskinder said, with a grin of his own. "But the papers did in fact
post the results every day. It was exciting to follow."

"A little too exciting to be in," Jerry said.
There was a note in his voice that Iskinder recognized, and he
wasn't surprised when Jerry turned the subject. "What brings you to
New York?"

"Well, first of all I want to be sure Mikael
is going to be all right," Iskinder said, "but I don't want to
hover. That would do him no favors. And I'd like to see him over
the Christmas holidays. And in the meantime —" He lowered his voice
in spite of himself. "Given our troubles with Italy, certain
persons in the government have asked me to arrange the sale of a
handful of artifacts, and possibly negotiate the loan of a few
others."

"Loan?" Jerry looked over the top of his
glasses.

"We'd like to stash them in a nice safe
American museum for safe-keeping," Iskinder answered. "Only we'd
like to get them back when things are settled."

"That's always the trick, isn't it?" Jerry
said. "Look, I might know some people, depending on the
artifact."

"That's one of the reasons I wanted to look
you up," Iskinder said. "I trust your recommendations more than
many." He hesitated, wondering if he could get away with offering a
broker's fee, but decided that it was too early to try.

"Give me the details," Jerry said, "and I'll
be glad to help." He shook his head. "You're not going to get the
price you might have five years ago, I'll tell you that for free.
Too many people are selling off their collections right now."

"The Depression?"

"And politics." Jerry's mouth tightened for
an instant. "I don't remember how much I wrote you about this job,
but basically I've been asked to put a value on Lothar Rosenthal's
Ptolemaic collection."

"He's selling?" Iskinder began, and then
shook his head. "To get out of Germany."

"Yeah." Jerry turned his glass in his hands,
not meeting Iskinder's eyes. "The Met is interested, but not at the
price asked. They've hired me to give an independent
valuation."

Which would be expected
to shade in favor of the Met, Iskinder thought, assuming Jerry
wanted more jobs like this. And Jerry needed work. But there was
nothing he could say to that, not now, not yet, and he raised a
hand to signal the waiter for another round. "Which is why I very
much want to talk to someone I trust," he said, and hoped it was
the right answer.

It was good to be
home, after the days in Los Angeles — nice to have the money in the
bank, it wasn't that Lewis regretted that for an instant, but it
was good to be back in Colorado Springs where the Legion met in Bob
Slackmeyer's old barn and the only bar was somebody's hip flask.
Where Alma was. Dinner was over and the washing up was done, and he
put the last plates into the cabinet without looking toward the
door. Alma and Mitch were listening to the news in the living room,
the radio a comforting crackle too low for Lewis to make out the
words.

Stasi gave him a little shrug and draped the
dishcloth over the rack. "Ready?"

"Ready," Lewis said grimly. It had been his
idea to have a teacher. He wanted to learn, and while Stasi might
not be a very conventional teacher, there was no denying that she
was good at what she did. Nor was there any denying that her
clairvoyant talents were far closer to his than the talents of any
of the others. Ostensibly it was one of the reasons Alma had hired
her — she could teach Lewis. And yet he approached some of her
lessons with deep-seated trepidation. Some of the things she did
were things he'd been told as a child were of the devil, and even
though he believed Alma when she said that it was the intent, not
the tool, that made magic evil, he still found his palms sweating
at the idea of using Stasi's tarot cards.

He followed her into the dining room anyway,
flipping on the electric lights. Stasi sat down at the little-used
table. They usually ate in the kitchen. She got the leather box off
the sideboard, putting it squarely before her on the polished wood.
"You don't have to do this," she said.

Lewis took his seat. "Yes, I do," he said. "I
have to learn how to use my own gifts. I nearly got us all killed
last spring because I couldn't understand my own mind. I kept
seeing sailing ships and foul winds when we were crossing the Gulf
of Mexico, and I couldn't figure it out. I didn't see until it was
almost too late that what I was trying to tell myself was that we
had a bad headwind and we were going to run out of fuel fighting
it. Because I didn't understand the symbols in my own mind."

Stasi made no move to open the box. "But
you're scared of this."

Lewis sighed. "I guess I don't know what's
going to come through them."

Her eyes were kind. "Nothing," she said.
"Nothing is going to come through them. Nothing but you. They're
not some kind of window into another dimension or voice for a
demon. They're just a tool. They're a way of focusing your own
abilities, just like using a screwdriver to put a screw in rather
than turning it with your fingers."

"I don't understand."

Stasi took a deep breath, as though she were
searching for the words. "Look, you were saying just now that you
knew something was wrong when we were flying across the Gulf, but
you couldn't understand the language your subconscious was using to
tell you. The cards are a way of translating your feelings, your
hunches, into a language you can read. That's all they are. There
are no other entities involved, no demons or angels either. It's
just a way of taking what's in your head and putting it down in
front of you in a language that's easy to interpret."

"I thought you could tell the future," Lewis
said.

"To a certain extent," Stasi said. She
caressed the box almost lovingly. "True prophecy is rare, and 99%
of the time you don't need it. What you need to know are the
results of things that are already in motion, and for that plain
old clairvoyance is as good or better than real prophecy. How would
you find out whether it's going to snow tomorrow or not?"

Lewis blinked. "Um." He looked at the box.
"Well, I wouldn't use those. I'd look at the wire from Salt Lake
and see what was going on there and whether the pressure was stable
or dropping there."

"Why?"

"Because most snow storms move in from the
northwest," Lewis said. He couldn't quite see where this was going.
"It's the prevailing weather pattern. Salt Lake usually gets snow
before we do, something like ten to twenty four hours ahead. If
they've got weather moving in or pressure dropping, we're probably
going to get it later today or tomorrow."

"Because it's the pattern," Stasi said. "And
that's predictable."

"Well, yeah." Lewis put his head to the side.
"I mean, it's not like upper level winds just randomly change. They
may vary in logical ways, but if Salt Lake has a storm coming in,
it's pretty sure we're going to get it."

"So with your experience you can look at the
pattern and make a prediction that you rely on to be fairly
accurate," Stasi said.

"Yeah."

She tapped the box. "That's what I do too.
You're saying that the weather pattern is already established and
predictable. It's not likely to change much in half a day or a day.
It may not be snowing here yet, but if the pattern is in motion you
can be reasonably sure that it will play through."

Lewis nodded. "So somehow you're looking at
patterns?"

Stasi gave him a brilliant smile. "Exactly,
darling! If it were a hundred years ago, 1832, and you asked me if
it were going to snow tomorrow, I would be reading the same pattern
-- only without the wire from Salt Lake because that didn't exist
yet. But the pattern did. Before the wire existed, it was still
just as likely it would snow here tomorrow if it was snowing in
Salt Lake."

And that made sense. "Right," Lewis said
slowly. "The weather pattern was there before we could measure it
or communicate it by telegraph. This is more of that scientific
magic stuff."

"And when we were flying over the Gulf last
spring, the wind was a problem whether or not the plane could
measure it. You were just a more sensitive instrument than the
Terrier." Stasi patted the box cheerfully. "This is a sensitive
instrument. That's all it is. It's a way of looking at the patterns
and translating them into symbols you can understand, just like the
wire from Salt Lake turns the weather into a pattern you can read
on a little piece of paper!" She opened the box. "So let's take a
look." Stasi turned the cards right side up and fanned them out,
bright colored pictures on rectangles of cardboard, beautiful and
oddly compelling.

He dredged something out of childhood memory.
"Don't people tell fortunes with playing cards?"

"These are easier," Stasi said, spreading
them out. "Each picture tells a story. All you have to do is read
the story." She fished one out and handed it to him. "Like this
one. What do you think this one means?"

A woman in medieval robes stood in a garden
surrounded by golden pentacles while trees and flowers grew around
her. She was smiling at a tame bird that sat on her hand while blue
sky arched above her.

"Um," Lewis said.

"Just tell me a story about it. Who is she?
What's she doing?"

"Well," Lewis looked at it again. "She's
rich. She's dressed like a duchess or something, and it looks like
there's a big house off in the corner here. She looks happy. I
guess everything is going well for her. She's got her garden and
her pet bird and all this gold."

Stasi rewarded him with a brilliant smile.
"Exactly, darling! That's what it means. The nine of pentacles
means prosperity and wealth, and enjoying the good things in life
by oneself. It means being happy with the riches you have and
having fun with solitary pursuits."

"Oh." Lewis blinked. "It's that easy?"

"A lot of them are that easy," Stasi said.
"You just have to learn the stories. And once you do, it's easy to
read them when they come up for someone."

"Yeah, that part…."

"That's where the skill comes in, darling.
Anybody can learn the stories. But being able to lay them out so
that they reveal the pattern is what requires talent. That's the
hard part. That's the part that's focusing your gift, and either
you can learn it or you can't." She put her head to the side like a
bird. "I suppose it's like wind. Before you can interpret what the
wind pattern means you have to first be able to feel it."

He nodded slowly. "And if you can't feel it,
then learning what a wind from the northwest means is
pointless."

"But that's not your problem, darling. You
can feel the wind. You just don't know how to interpret it." She
patted the cards. "And that's what these are for." Stasi scooped
them up and shuffled. "Now, there's a thing called a spread. That's
just positions that mean things, like the future or the past. Once
you get used to it, you can create your own spreads as long as
you're clear on what you mean, because you have to arrange the
cards subconsciously using your gift. So it's easiest to start with
one simple spread. I generally don't ask people what their question
is. I just ask them to think about what they want to know."

Lewis frowned. "But what if what I want to
know is really complicated?"

Stasi sighed. "It's not about complicated.
It's about variables. Look, if you ask me to read on the weather
tomorrow, that's easy."

"Because you've seen the wire?"

"But I haven't, darling," Stasi said
patiently. "No, it's easy because the weather pattern is already
established. As you said, it may vary a little, but it's not going
to change much. What's going to happen is predictable because there
aren't many variables. There aren't many things that are going to
divert a snow storm between here and Salt Lake City!"

"There aren't any," Lewis said. "If it's a
storm. It's not going to just go away. It can't change that
much."

"Yes. So if you asked me to read on the
weather tomorrow, that's easy because it's not going to change
much. The conditions already exist, and there are very few
variables."

"That makes sense," Lewis said.

"But if you ask me if you can drive to Denver
safely tomorrow, I can't answer that."

He nodded slowly. "Because there are too many
variables. I make too many decisions when I drive."

"Not just you, darling. But hundreds of other
drivers you might or might not encounter on the road from here to
Denver!" She sat up straighter, still cheerfully shuffling. "Let's
say you drive to Denver tomorrow, and you're following a sheep
truck up a grade when the truck brakes and the sheep all fall back
against the tailgate and the gate springs open and a sheep falls
out. You swerve to avoid the sheep and hit a tree."

Lewis grinned. "Ok. I'll play. So variables.
I might not hit the tree. I might hit the sheep. The sheep might
not fall out. The sheep might fall in the other lane. The truck
might not brake on the grade so the sheep might not land on the
tailgate."

"Or you might not be behind the sheep truck
at all. You might be a quarter of a mile ahead of the sheep truck
when the sheep falls out. Or you might be half a mile behind. There
are thousands of variables, darling. I can't possibly read on them
and neither can anyone else."

"But a sheep probably won't fall on me,"
Lewis said.

"True. And if you ask me to read, that's what
you'll get. The probability. The probability is that you will drive
to Denver without sheeply misadventures. But there's no guarantee.
It's not a prophecy. Just a probability." Stasi shuffled again.
"But you don't need me to tell you that. That's a pointless
reading."

Alma stuck her head around the kitchen door.
"How's it going?"

Stasi gathered all the cards up and was
shuffling again. "Lewis is going to read for me," she said. "His
very first reading."

"That sounds interesting," Alma said. "Do you
mind if I watch?"

"Not if Lewis doesn't," Stasi said.

"Sure. Great. If you want." Lewis got up and
pulled out a chair for her. "Sit down."

Alma sat down. "So what are you reading
on?"

"I'm not going to tell him the question,"
Stasi said. "I always read blind."

Alma's brow twitched. "And that's a mark of a
very confident clairvoyant," she said to Lewis. "I always need to
know the question."

"Do you read?"

"I'm terrible at it," Alma said cheerfully.
"I've tried, but it's not at all my medium. I dowse." She shrugged.
"Different skills."

"Oh yes." Stasi handed Lewis the shuffled
deck with a smile. "Now, what I want you to do is shuffle the cards
while I think about the question."

"This doesn't have sheep trucks in it,
right?"

"I promise it's a fair question," Stasi said.
She gave him an insouciant grin. "About things that are, not
probabilities."

"Ok."

"What I do is close my eyes while I shuffle,
or let them defocus a little, and just think about the person
asking. I don't try to guess what their question is. I don't try to
make the cards do anything. I just open a conduit. I think about
them. I repeat their name over and over in my head while holding as
clear a mental picture of them as I can."

"I can do that." Lewis closed his eyes,
feeling the cards slick in his hands. Warm. Were they supposed to
be warm? They were paper. How could they be warm? Stasi.
Concentrate. Stasi. Stasi Stasi Stasi. Was that her real name?
Would it work if he didn't use her real name? Stasi. Stasi Stasi
Stasi. Put Stasi in the cards. Put the thing she was asking in the
cards. Stasi. Stasi. Try to see her in his mind. Put her in the
cards. Stasi. Stasi.

"I think you have it," she said.

He opened his eyes. The deck was warm in his
hands. "It feels hot," he said.

She nodded. "Good. That's good. Lots of
people perceive energy as heat. Go ahead and turn the first one
over. It's the central issue, the heart of the matter."

Lewis turned the card and put it down. "Ok,
that's weird." A man hung upside down from a tree, suspended by one
ankle with his hands tied behind him, a halo around his head. A
story. A story about it. "Like St. Peter?" he said. "Upside down on
a cross?"

"Sacrifice," Stasi said. "To be or have been
the sacrifice. That's the Hanged Man."

Alma stirred in her chair. "This is a
Rider-Waite deck, coming out of the Golden Dawn, the same lodge
tradition we follow. The poet W.B. Yeats, who did belong to the
Golden Dawn, by the way, connected the Hanged Man to the story of
the Fisher King, the Grail King. I think that symbolism is inherent
in this deck."

"I would agree," Stasi said. She didn't look
at Alma.

"I don't know that story," Lewis said.

"Turn the card, darling. Turn the next one
and put it across. That's the challenge to the situation."

"Ok." Lewis tensed, expecting something
awful. But it wasn't. A woman sat enthroned in profile, a sword in
her hands upraised before her as if to prevent anyone from coming
too close, while behind her clouds roiled and birds soared.

"Queen of Swords," Alma said.

"You know them?" Lewis asked. "I thought you
didn't do this."

"I can't read them," Alma said. "I know the
symbols from years of working as a Hermeticist. But I can't
actually do the reading." She tapped the card with one finger. "The
Queen of Swords, a woman of intelligence and courage, perhaps a
widow or a woman who has lost her child, quick on her feet and keen
as a blade. The Lady of Air, storm and sunrise and all things that
soar."

"That's beautiful," Lewis said.

From the living room there was the sudden
ringing of the telephone cutting across everything.

"Who would be calling at this time of night?"
Alma wondered.

"I don't know," Lewis said, glancing at his
watch. "It's nearly nine."

There was the sound of Mitch's voice
answering, a rumble he couldn't quite make out over the radio. A
long conversation, it sounded like. Apprehension uncurled, winding
its way down Lewis' back. He got to his feet, putting the deck down
on the table in front of Stasi. He went down the hall and hovered
in the doorway.

Mitch was frowning into the phone. "Yes, of
course," he said. "We can be there by midnight. We'll follow 501
South on the Beaver Creek side to Pueblo. And then 50 out to
Florence."

"Who's going to Pueblo?" Al asked.

Mitch was scribbling notes with a pencil on
the back of the newspaper. "And then back up on the other side of
Beaver Creek to Cheyenne Mountain. Got it."

A grid, Lewis thought. An air grid for search
and rescue. Adrenaline shot through his body, and the next words
confirmed it.

"We've got it, Colonel Sampson," Mitch said.
"Yes, sir." He hung up.

"What happened?" Alma asked.

Mitch straightened up. "That was Colonel
Sampson with the Reserves in Denver," he said. "There's a plane
missing. It was on its way from Flagstaff to Denver and it's six
hours overdue. Nobody's called, nobody's seen it. So we have to
assume it's down." He looked at Lewis. "We're called as reservists.
I've got our section of the grid going south from Colorado Springs
and working our way west."

"Will you be able to see in the dark?" Stasi
asked. "How are you going to see in the dark?"

"The moon's two days past full," Mitch said.
"And there's snowcover in the mountains. We'll be able to see." He
looked at Lewis. "You game?"

"Of course," Lewis said. "Let me run upstairs
and put on heavier clothes."

"Me too," Mitch said. "It's going to be a
little chilly."

"It's twenty degrees out there!" Stasi said.
"And the middle of the night!"

"That's why we need to find them," Mitch
said. He looked at Lewis, worry written all over him. "We know
them. It's a Comanche Air plane. Paul Rayburn's the pilot."

"Oh crap," Lewis said.
Rayburn was a good pilot, he'd proved that in the Great Passenger
Derby, and if he was six hours late something had gone pear shaped.
"Let's go get them," he said. He didn't add, and hope they're still
in one piece to get.

Lewis left the front
of his padded flying suit unzipped as they drove out to the field,
crowded shoulder to shoulder in the front of Alma's truck. His
breath frosted the inside of the windshield, and he leaned forward
to scrub it clear with the edge of his sleeve. Alma slowed for the
turnoff to the field, just ruts in the snow, the hangar's walls
clear for an instant in the swing of the headlights. The truck
lurched over the ruts, Alma gearing down to gain the best traction.
They hadn't plowed the road or the runway since the last snow —
only a couple of inches, Lewis thought, but enough to complicate
things. The light on the tower swung in its endless circle, the
white light slicing across the cloudless sky, drowning everything
but the moon.

The door at the base of the tower opened,
light spilling onto the dirty snow, and Cory Lincoln, who owned the
field itself, stepped out.

"Mrs. Gilchrist! I figured they'd call
you."

"They've called out the Reserves," Alma
answered, her voice just a fraction tight, and Lewis worked himself
out of the truck, wincing as the wind hit him. Mitch hunched his
shoulders and pulled his scarf up over his chin, and Lewis zipped
his flying suit closed, fingers clumsy in his heavy gloves.

"I heard," Lincoln answered. "The power's on
in the hangar, and I just stoked up the furnace. I'll get the
lights on as soon as the generator warms up."

"Thanks," Alma said, and they ducked through
the small door into the hangar's cavernous space.

As promised, the worklights came on a moment
later, though the air was still cold enough to see their breath.
Alma's Jenny was bundled under tarps, motor drained and winterized:
nobody wanted to be flying an open cockpit plane in the Colorado
winter. It sat toward the back of the hangar, dwarfed by the
Terrier, the three-engine passenger plane that was the mainstay of
their business. The rest of the space was taken by equipment, and
by their third plane, the one they'd bought from Henry Kershaw with
part of the prize money from the race. It was a Deluxe
Frontiersman, Republic's brand-new runabout, the lights glittering
from the oversized cabin windows. Like all Kershaw's planes, it was
designed to do a variety of jobs, and, unlike many compromise
aircraft, the Frontiersman did most of them well.

"Guess we'd better take the Dude," Mitch
said, and Alma nodded.

"Good thing you've already got the skis on
her."

Lewis winced at the nickname — there was
nothing dude-like about the Frontiersman; all the equipment was
strictly utilitarian, even if it was top of the line — and began
his walk-around, checking the cables that held the skis in
position. They were a new design, with a cut-out notch in the ski
itself so that the wheels could actually touch the ground. The idea
was that the plane could land on a plowed runway or on ice, but
Lewis hadn't had as much time as he would like to get used to the
new system. With any luck, it would just be a matter of dropping a
few flares, maybe the supply pack that Mitch was now manhandling
into the back of the plane, and then back to base. And it if wasn't
— well, he'd cross that bridge when he got there.

It took forty-five minutes to get the
Frontiersman's tanks packed with fuel and to finish the preflight,
but Lewis had the engines warmed and ready by the time Mitch
climbed into the cabin behind him, dogging the hatch behind him.
Lewis glanced over his shoulder, ready to give up the seat, but
Mitch shook his head.

"You take her." He held up a set of
binoculars. "I'll spot."

"Ok."

Alma hauled back the big hangar doors,
letting in a swirl of snow. She'd lined up the truck so that the
headlights pointed down the field, supplementing the field's
lights. They'd never been intended for more than an emergency, and
every little bit extra was a help. Lewis advanced the throttle,
taxiing the Frontiersman out onto the plowed tarmac. Behind him,
Mitch rolled down a cabin window, and Lewis flinched at the blast
of cold air.

"Anything more?" Mitch shouted, and Lewis
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