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Chapter 1: Guardians

“Does wisdom perhaps appear on the earth
as a raven which is inspired by the smell of carrion?” Friedrich
Nietzsche

Harry was tired after two weeks of overtime.
Soon, he'd be relaxing with his wife and daughter in a five-star
hotel.

An hour later, he got tired of waiting and
rode the elevator. As soon as he saw the receptionist crying, he
knew something was wrong.

“Excuse me. But I've been waiting ̶ ”

“Oh! I'm sorry, Mr. Walters. We've all been
watching the crash news.”

“What crash?”

She looked startled, then pointed through an
office door, at the large window.

That is when Harry saw the column of black
smoke and orange flames licking the sides of the skyscraper just a
dozen blocks away. He had a sinking feeling when he saw several
missed calls on his cellphone.

“There you are, Harry. I'm sorry, but I
forgot you were waiting.” The owner signed for the car, got his
keys and started to turn away. “Excuse me, but where did you say
you were leaving the family?”

“I dropped them at the Twin Towers so they
could take one of those guided tours.”

At that point, the two men watched one tower
collapse.

Harry screamed denial while the attorney
shook his head in horror.

***

Five years later, Harry walked out of the
capital hill pub, almost broke, and tired of listening to congress
critters mutter platitudes. It was a hot summer night and he needed
to walk and clear his head. That is when he noticed the raven,
perched on the museum fence.

“Take care, friend.”

He stopped and stared at the garrulous bird.
“Excuse me?”

“I said take care. There's evil ahead.”

Harry was sure it had to be one beer too
many. He nodded at the bird, gave it a polite thank you, and
continued on his way.

A couple with two small children crossed the
street. Just as they got to his curb, a guy on a bicycle swerved,
grabbed the woman's purse and spun her to the ground. Harry didn't
stop to think, he jumped in front of the cyclist and punched him
hard in the ribs.

After profuse thanks from the woman, and
dozens of questions from the cops, he was free to go. But where?
For the first time in a long while, he felt useful again.

The big, black bird was still on the fence
when Harry looked up. “Thanks for the tip. My name's Harry. What's
your's?”

“Raven.”

“Well now Raven, do you mind if I stick
around and help you watch things for awhile?”

“We don't just watch, Harry. We're
Guardians.”


Chapter 2: Crystal Dawn

The cops looked warm and safe as they rolled
quietly past the old museum. With disdain, Raven watched the squad
car slowly turn the corner. The uniforms were looking forward to a
quiet dawn and the end of their shift, while Raven and the old man
were guarding the important stuff.

Granted, most of the building was filled with
dusty junk, but sometimes the dust hid dangerous power.

The old man was bundled in a dirty sleeping
bag on top of the utility grate, hidden from the patrol car’s view
by close-cropped evergreens. Even the wisps of warm steam did
little to hold off the crystal cold of pre-dawn darkness. A dusting
of snowflakes clung to his straggly hair and he moaned softly in
his sleep.

Raven fluttered feathers to hold a bit more
heat. Why did that damn owl have to get itself killed? This early
shift was supposed to be hers.

He stretched, yawned and ruffled his wing
feathers once more. Then something in the alley on the other side
of the street caught his eye. It was unusual to see a dog up and
about at this time of the morning.

He pushed off the ledge and dropped into a
long, shallow dive that would take him over the hound. “Wait a
minute,” he thought to himself. “That’s no dog.” Raven banked out
of his silent glide and perched on a wrought-iron fence.

“Hey, Coyote... You’re far from home, aren’t
you?”

“Greetings, friend Raven. Yes, it's seldom I
venture this far from the park, but there's something going on that
I thought you should know.”

“Know what?”

“Owl wasn’t the only one killed. There have
been a series of both night and day guardian deaths and
disappearances between here and the zoo. I thought I’d see if maybe
some rabid squirrel or even a mundane cat or dog might have left a
trail. But there was nothing unusual. Have you seen anything out of
the ordinary, this night?”

“No. It has been quiet. Perhaps too much so.
The garbage dumpsters usually have dozens of rats, and I’ve only
seen a couple of the rodents tonight. I was thinking the first cold
of the season might have kept them home, but now that you mention
it...”

“Well, be careful, and if you see anything
strange, pass it on.”

“You too, Coyote.”

***

The slow, pulsing rhythm of the machinery
under the grate changed pace as the maintenance crew started to
wake up the museum. This disturbed the old man’s restless slumber
and he moaned once more, started to stretch, and realized how
bitter cold he was. The raven squawked loudly in apparent animal
ignorance and climbed into a sky just turning pink with the first
rays of morning.

Glancing nervously from side to side, Coyote
turned and, head low, ran back down the alley toward the relative
safety of the park. He would keep to the deep shadows for the day
and work his way back to the forest around the zoo after dark.

A few minutes later, Harry had rolled his bag
and tied it into a tight bundle that would sling over his shoulder.
The tattered backpack sporting the Redskins logo was still usable
and held a few changes of clothing. He considered digging out the
plastic bag full of photographs, but decided it would be better to
wait until full light. These days, only the noonday sun allowed his
old eyes to fully appreciate the family smiles he missed so
much.

He walked slowly to the corner, mindful of
the slick spots where neither salt nor tourist traffic had yet worn
a path. A stray sunbeam, forced between the buildings, illuminated
his face. The mirrored wall of a nightclub reflected his ruddy
features, full white beard, and the tattered wool watch cap that
covered his baldness.

“Good morning, Mr. Slater.”

Harry smiled at the white-haired woman with
her ever-present cigarette. “Good morning to you, Mrs. Walters.
Care to join me for breakfast?”

“You buying?”

“That I am. I had a good day yesterday and
can afford a couple of those lovely breakfast meals.”

“Then I’ll gladly accept your offer, Mr.
Slater.”

Sitting and savoring the warmth of the coffee
a little while later, she glanced around, then lowered her voice to
a whisper. “There is something not good out there.”

“Oh? What have you seen?”

“That’s just it... what I have not seen.
There are a lot of small animals missing. I know many of the damn
little tree rats hibernate for weeks at a time. But around here,
where there is some warmth and plenty of tourists tossing junk
food, I can count on a dozen or so a day in front of any of these
government edifices. The last few days, I’ve seen less than half a
dozen.”

Harry knew the old bag lady had a regular,
twenty block circuit. Mrs. Walters and her rusty shopping cart had
been fixtures around the museum for several years now. He always
wondered where she hid it at night. It wasn’t polite to ask.

“Any idea where the critters might have
gone?”

“No. And that bothers me, too. I asked some
of the government people if maybe they had put out some new type of
poison and they looked at me like I was crazy. But then again, most
people do. Just because I like to talk to myself when I’m
alone.”

“Well, I had that flying dream again last
night. You know the one we’ve discussed before... And some ugly dog
in an alley told me a lot of critters have dropped off the map.
Funny thing is I get the feeling he was talking to me like I was
some sort of old friend.”

“I know exactly what you mean. I left a
message for Julius down at the center. Maybe a fresh set of eyes
will help.”

He cradled the still steaming cup between his
hands and replied softly, “Maybe...”

When he looked up, she was already out the
door and pushing her shopping cart toward the Mall. He thought of
the baggie of photographs in his backpack and decided the morning
sun was bright enough.

The first image was a family scene. It showed
a ten-years-younger version of himself, one arm around a
middle-aged brunette and the other on the shoulders of a strapping
young man. An antique merry-go-round at Glen Echo Park was the
background. He took a few moments to savor the image and recall
that happy day. Their daughter had taken the picture and her
elongated shadow pointed at his feet.

The next photograph had been taken the
following Thanksgiving by a friend, and showed all four of them
standing in front of a stone fireplace. Their son was pretty
excited about being on the high school football team and his sister
was a cheerleader.

The last item from the baggie was a carefully
folded newspaper clipping describing the fall of the Twin Towers.
The boss had asked to see him and he thought the overtime would
help with some of the mounting bills. He kept the clipping because
he honestly could not remember anything of that morning or the
next. They said he had experienced a breakdown.


Chapter 3: Tourist Dawn

“Mustafa Oasi?” The conductor pronounced it
carefully while checking the ticket. “Did I get that right?”

The swarthy young fellow could hardly hide
his distaste, nodded, and asked, “When are we to arrive in
Washington?”

“Should be tomorrow, around noon, just about
when the schedule says, sir. We’ll pass the word if there are any
changes.”

The conductor didn’t bother to wait for a
thank you, since he knew from experience to expect certain rudeness
in some people. It was easy enough to ignore them.

Now the precocious teenager in the back seat
was another matter. He checked her ticket and broke out his best
smile. “Good morning. Betty, is it? I see you’re traveling alone.
Heading to school?”

She smiled back and nodded. He thought she
was no more than sixteen, but girls matured so much earlier these
days. He had to restrain himself from leering too long at her lithe
form. She was wearing tight shorts and a black concert crop-top. It
had been washed too many times in hot water and was too small and
too thin. But that is what made it so appealing.

Betty realized he was gawking at her tits,
rolled her eyes, shook her head and turned to stare out the
window.

“Have a great trip.” He exited as fast as
guilt would allow.

This sort of thing didn’t happen when Mom or
Dad was around. But the last few years, they would put her on the
train, then head out of town. Their careers needed constant
attention and she could get by with a few months each summer and
some holidays.

Track-side industrial districts made up most
of the south Florida view, and they all looked pretty much the
same. Betty went over the highlights of their brief summer as a
family on Palm Beach. It had been fun shopping with her Mom, and
lunch at the Breakers so they could catch Dad’s keynote speech to
his fellow archaeologists.

The train picked up speed and hit a smooth
stride. Her summer memories faded as she listened to some
old-school heavy metal music. She could feel the gentle
counterpoint of the machine and the track. After a while, her eyes
focused at a spot a few feet above the track-side power lines and
she imagined a large black bird, maybe a crow, flying very fast. It
was a nice image and made her smile.

She could see the reflection of the conductor
pausing to ogle her once more. In the back of her mind, she already
had him pegged as a pervert. What she hadn’t noticed was the angry
and lustful stare from the rude fellow on the other side of the
aisle. Mustafa clutched a small book in his lap and imagined her as
one of the virgins waiting for him in heaven.


Chapter 4: Capitol Welcome

It was more of a chore than Betty thought,
dragging the large suitcase with rollers, an overnight case on top
of it and, at the same time, her backpack, and her laptop case
slung from alternate shoulders. On the map, the page dorm was only
about a dozen blocks from Union Station, and she had been warned
that even in broad daylight, it wasn’t a good idea to be walking
alone. Especially if you not only looked like an out-of-town
teenage girl, but actually were one.

If that fool roommate Marti had only shown up
on time to welcome her to the city and show her around, it would
have been great, but now she was looking at a twenty dollar cab
ride. And that would take a nice bite out of her already limited
cash.

Aww, the heck with it, she told herself. It
was a gorgeous sunny day and she didn’t see why she couldn’t walk
to the dorm long before Marti showed. It would be fun to see the
surprise on her face.

Betty had been in the city a few weeks
earlier on an orientation weekend, so there was no problem with
getting lost. She could see the capital from the sidewalk and as
long as she made a beeline for it, she would find the page dorm in
a few minutes.

The first two blocks were easy enough, she
was only a block from the Mall when she realized she may have made
a mistake. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but there seemed to
be something missing in the air.

She was walking slowly, dragging her cases
and staring at the art gardens when a pair of young men walked up
on either side of her. One of them bumped her elbow burdened by the
heavy duffle and the other grabbed the shoulder strap for her
laptop case.

“Ouch!” Her arm went numb and she dropped the
suitcase handle. The thief grabbed her backpack, ripped it from her
arm and sent her spinning. At the same time, the other kid ripped
her laptop from her shoulder and, as she spun towards him, shoved
her hard in the center of the chest and knocked off her feet. The
two of them dodged a gaggle of Asian tourists and broke into a
run.

“Wait! Stop!” she hollered after them.

An old man with a full beard, a ratty
backpack and sleeping bundle over his shoulder was leaning on one
of those canes with the four rubber-tipped feet. As the first thief
came alongside, he jammed it between the runner’s legs. There was
an audible crack as a bone broke and the fool went sprawling with a
howl of pain.

His partner swung at the old man’s head with
Betty’s backpack. With surprising agility, the oldster ducked and
swung the cane hard against his opponent's unprotected ribcage.

Yelping with pain, the punk took one look at
the old man’s face and, spewing obscenities, dropped the laptop
case, then stumbled and limped around the corner.

By this time, a pair of police officers
arrived. One of them helped Betty to her feet and the other cuffed
the fool with the broken leg. The old man picked up the laptop case
and handed it to her. “Here ya go, little lady. You better be more
careful walking around with all that stuff. You need to stay with a
group.”

The cop glanced at him and smiled at Betty.
“He’s right, miss. You should remain in a group when you’re moving
and carrying all that stuff. Let’s get you into an ambulance,
okay?”

“No! Please. I really don’t need it. I just
had the wind knocked out of me, that’s all. I’m just glad you were
here to help, Mister…Mister…Hey! Where did he go?”

The cop looked around, then shrugged. “Beats
me how he does it. I’ve seen him help a bunch of folk the last
couple years and he never sticks around for thanks, nor a reward.
If you come back later on, you might see him in one of the
fast-food shops and he’ll let you buy him a meal. But that’s about
it.”

“What’s his name?”

“Harry. Harry Slater.”

“Well, where does he live? Maybe I can stop
by and bring him a dessert one day.”

The cop chuckled. “Old Harry is homeless,
lady. You can’t find him in any phone book.”

A siren wailed a couple of times at the
nearby cross street and the ambulance swung into the curb. “You
sure you don’t want to get checked out?”

“No officer. Thanks anyway. I think he needs
it more than me.”

The would-be thief was screaming and crying
about how he was gonna sue that ol’ bastard. One cop cuffed the
punk to a stretcher and everyone else ignored him.


Chapter 5: Warehouse Dawn

It was just a small unit in an industrial
park with one garage door, an open bay, a twelve by twelve office
and a restroom behind it.

Sam had told the landlord that he and his
brother Pete were going to store lawnmower parts and tools. The
fool didn’t care, as long as the two young men paid their rent on
time. He was charging them much more than their neighbors and since
they weren’t complaining, he assumed they were merely naive.

While in prison for taking part in a
shooting, Sam Kriegar had been introduced to the one, true faith.
Although not related, he called Pete Simmins his brother. The were
his best friends. Both young me were black, slender, strong, and
had been living on the streets since their early teens. Prison had
put a fine edge to their hatred of the establishment.

There were two pickups parked end-to-end, a
couple of motorcycles, and the rest of the floor space was taken up
with plastic jerry cans for gasoline. There was nothing overtly
illegal, although if the Fire Marshal ever stopped by, they’d be
cited.

Sam said, “It is time, my brother. Today, we
each take a truck with the old lawn mowers and six empty cans. You
have the map showing the gas stations we have chosen. You will pay
cash and fill no more than six cans at any one station. Then
return, leave the full cans and get another six. With Allah’s help,
we should be finished with all of them in the next two days.”

“Are our guests on schedule?”

“I just spoke with them last night. They will
arrive soon at the train station and we will meet here. I have
offered them the hospitality of the sleeping cots in the office.
That will give them a chance to assemble their part of the
attack.”

The two young men got in their trucks and
went separate ways. By nightfall, the cans were full of
gasoline.


Chapter 6: Steel Dawn

The sun was at the right angle to make the
twin steel rails ahead of the growling engine glisten like polished
silver. His bald spot was hidden under the billed cap and he barely
glanced at the instruments. A finger pressed the center of his
glasses back up on his nose before increasing the throttle just a
bit. Forty-two hundred horsepower growled behind him and they crept
slowly out of the train station.

Robert English was in the zone -- That
wonderful blend of man and machine where everything worked just
perfectly. Never mind that he was two hundred pounds of mortal
flesh and blood sharing a stainless shell with a sixteen-cylinder
engine. He was in the zone. The last freight had finally passed,
and there was a clear track ahead. All was right with the
world.

A cheerful voice behind him began singing.
“Good morning, America, how are...”

Bob gave him a wry look. “You really need to
get a new routine, Charlie. That one is getting way too old.”

“Well, the way I see it, as long as it still
wakes you up when I catch you drifting off to dreamland...”

“That’s bullshit and you know it, kid. Don’t
even make jokes about sleepin’ on the job. All it takes is for some
suit-and-tie asshole to hear you and we might both be out of a
job.”

“Ah, lighten up, Bob. You know I wouldn’t say
anything with folks around. Besides, you kinda creep me out when
you get all zoned like that.”

“I’ve told ya before. It’s just my way of
focusing on the job. I don’t miss signals and I always know exactly
how the train is runnin’.”

“Yeah, you got that right. I still haven’t
figured out how you knew that hot box was developin’ last week. It
hadn’t even gotten warm enough to trigger the sensors and you
picked up on it as we were pulling into Savannah.”

“I dunno, Charlie. It was sort of a feelin’,
I guess. It kinda seemed like the ol’ girl was pullin’ a wee bit
harder on that side. And it got worse when the next to the last car
was goin’ through a switch.”

His junior partner just shook his head and
started to review a checklist.


Chapter 7: Contraridance Noon

The day dawned crystal clear and the morning
sun gave an almost painful brilliance to several inches of fresh
snow. A few dark evergreens provided color to an otherwise
shades-of-gray mountainside. Nestled into a ravine halfway up the
hill from the blacktop state road, the large cabin seemed to blend
with the terrain.

Three wide garage doors were set into a
fieldstone basement, and the two stories above were built of whole
logs. A wide balcony surrounded the top floor, attached to a
mountain ledge on one side. A hand-chiseled wooden sign declared,
Contraridance.

The tall, slender man had close-cropped black
hair, piercing green eyes, sinewy arms, and legs that were much
stronger than they looked.

He spoke softly. “Fairy Queen. Start some
tea, please. And open the doors and windows for some fresh air.
Anything unusual overnight?”

The artificial intelligence that ran his home
answered. “Nothing local, boss. There have been some reported
anomalies from the Beltway. I’ve collated the reports for you to
review over breakfast.”

“Thank you.”

He opened the French doors and stepped out
onto the natural stone shelf, lifted his arms and let his nude body
flow into a precise set of tai-chi forms.

Once he had completed the full set as his
warm-up, he started to run along a narrow trail that led between
the trees. He rapidly picked up his pace until he was running hard.
Over the next half mile, he climbed a couple of hundred feet and
ended up following a ridgeline with the warm sun on his shoulder. A
pair of ravens flew in from the east, banked hard and cut in front
of him to land on a stump.

“What news do you bring, my friends?” His
heart was pounding a strong, regular beat and he listened as the
birds squawked a few times.

He looked towards the southeast. “Yes. I’ve
felt it too. You are not the first to be worried.” He sighed and
looked due east. “Return and tell the others I’ll be there shortly.
I must make arrangements.”

With a parting squawk, the birds took off and
quickly flew back the way they had come.

His first few steps rapidly accelerated into
a run once more, and the seemingly tireless man followed another
trail as it circled the mountaintop back to his home.

A quick shower followed by fresh jeans,
high-laced boots, a dress shirt, and he was almost ready to go. But
first, he sat down at his desk and started to disconnect a laptop
computer.

“Fairy Queen, I’m going to be leaving
Contraridance to visit the Capitol for a few days and will be
taking my laptop. I don’t expect anyone to drop by, so please feed
the cat.”

“That beast has no use for me, you know.”

He smiled. “I well know that, milady. But I’m
sure that if you put his food down on schedule, his belly will
convince him of your good intentions.”

The computer running his home sniffed with
human disdain as if she really cared whether the cat liked her or
not. “Very well, Julius, but I shall not be responsible for that
beast’s happiness. You know she will miss you.”

“I know.”

“I shall leave you daily reports, if you
wish. Do you want full log files of Contraridance activity?”

“A simple anomaly report will suffice,
milady. Oh, and be sure to confirm the full log files are backed up
on the Pentagon server. The General has an analysis team
correlating them with some other reports.”

Downstairs, he ran his hand down the waxed
fender of the bilious blue AMX before he sat in the antique muscle
car. The powerful V-8 rumbled to life at first touch, and he sat
back to let the vibrations come into synch with the rest of his
spirit. “Hello, my friend. Looks like we’ve a long ride ahead of
us, and not much time before something bad might happen. Are you up
for a little excitement?”

The super-computer and associated artificial
intelligence that made his ride not only safer, but impossible to
steal answered, “The Queen told me you had some news from DC. Can I
assume that is our destination?”

“Right you are, Manx.”

With both his feet flat on the floor, the
throttle blipped once as if encouraging him to stop talking and
go.

Julius smiled, touched a control on the
visor, and the garage door slid up. A few minutes later, they left
Corridor H and headed east on West Virginia State Road 55. The
winding drive became a sensual dance where the rubber met the
road.

Less than three hours later, they were
passing the Kennedy Center, and he could see the afternoon
DC-escapee traffic already building.

As usual, there was an open parking space
near the zoo. He never had bothered to ask why the spot was always
there, nor why cops never bothered his steed. There were more
important things to divert his attention.

Walking through the zoo, he could feel all
sorts of conflicting emotions from many different beasts. Some of
them walked on four legs and some on two. Nothing seemed any worse
than normal, so he left, and found a hotel room.

This time, he parked Manx on the second floor
of a three-story underground garage. He avoided the valet and
insisted on parking himself. Manx had been known to be
temperamental when Julius allowed others to drive him.


Chapter 8: Dorm Noon

Betty stuffed her suitcase into the closet
and looked out the dorm window. It was a brisk, late fall day and
the wind was sending flocks of dirty brown leaves scurrying around
parked cars. An early dusting of snow had quickly melted away by
noon.

“Don’t you worry, love. You’re gonna get
bored with that view soon enough.”

Her roommate was a gorgeous northern girl
with a coffee and cream complexion. A year older and streetwise,
she had been working part-time as a model when one of her
photographers found out about her high intelligence and perfect
grades. Nothing would do, but he talked her into applying to
Georgetown. She had been wonderfully surprised when she not only
got a full-ride scholarship for political science, but had been
invited by her congresswoman to be a Congressional Page for her
senior year in high school as well.

“It’s strange and exciting right now, though.
So I’m going to enjoy it while I can.”

“You go, girl! Gotta grab all the fun you can
these days. Say, Betty... Where you from, anyway?”

“Originally, I’m from Palm Beach. But I have
some relatives in a really small town over in West Virginia. It’s
only about a three-hour drive from here, but it might as well be
the moon. What about yourself, Marti?”

“I hear ya. I’m one of those New Yoricans you
hear about.”

“New what?”

Marti laughed. “My folks came from Puerto
Rico and I grew up in a Latino part of town. My full name is
Martenique Mendosa, and I don’t know about you, but with Congress
out-of-session and the schedule we have for Monday morning, this
weekend will probably be the last time we have for some fun until
Christmas break. You have any plans?”

“Actually, yes. Some friends and I are going
to the Katsucon cosplay convention over near the zoo. It’s easy to
get to on the Metro, and a great way to waste a weekend.”

Marti looked confused. “I hate to appear
totally dumb, but what is cosplay?”

“You know about anime, right?

“Yeah, Japanese cartoons.”

“Well, cosplay used to be just some science
fiction nerds dressing in Star Wars costumes. But the anime crowd
has taken it to a whole new level. Probably about three-quarters of
the people there will be in some sort of costume. But what is
really nice are the movie and game rooms. You can watch a
continuous string of full-length anime movies in one room and right
next door, there will be a hundred networked computers you can play
games on. And in still another room, you can find a dozen tables
setup for tabletop gaming.”

“I’ve never seen any of that stuff...” She
was dubious.

“My best friend is going to be there. She's a
merchant that sells silver jewelry and occasionally tells fortunes.
Stephanie has taught me a lot about sewing and making my own
costumes. Oh come on, Marti! It’ll be fun.” Betty didn’t wait for
an answer and they headed out.

Betty was glad to get off the metro.
Normally, she loved trains, and this one was smoother than most,
but it reminded her of last night’s ride and that creepy conductor.
The fellow with the big nose hadn’t been much better when she woke
and caught him staring at her several times during the night.

“Betty! There you are, sister!”

“Steph!” The two friends traded air-kisses
and hugs, and Betty introduced Marti. Then, the three women
followed the crowd to the hotel convention center.

“You don’t know how much this means to me,
Steph. My folks really didn’t want me to come. They think all these
conventions are for freaks and weirdoes.”

“If only they knew, eh?” The older woman
laughed. She was a natural redhead with long, curly locks that hung
below her waist in back. Dressed for the cold in jeans, hiking
boots, flannel shirt and leather jacket, she admired Betty’s long
pink wool coat with white faux fur collar.

The teenager unzipped it to show off hot
pants and a crop-top.

Marti gasped. “Damn! Girl, we gotta get you
into something warmer than that. This is not Florida anymore.”

“Yeah, well the coat is warm enough and we’re
going to be inside most of the time. Hold on.” The schoolgirl
zipped the coat closed once more. “This keeps the chill off while
riding the Metro.” She glanced at Stephanie. “And on Sunday night,
you’re driving me back over to the school.”

“Wait a minute! Did you tell your folks
you’re with me?”

“Are you kidding? As far as they’re
concerned, I’m staying with one of my horsey friends out near
Delaplane. I paid her to cover for me this weekend. Mom knows the
cellphone service sucks out there and I’m just not going to be near
the house phone this weekend. After all, both Mom and Dad are
convinced you’re crazy as a loon.”

“That may very well be, girlfriend, but if
so, you’re just as nuts. We better get going, though. I set up the
booth in merchant’s row and I don’t want to leave it alone too
long. The con has already started and we need to sell some
stuff.”

Marti piped up. “Why do Betty’s folks have a
bad opinion of you?”

Stephanie looked at Betty and they both
started to laugh. The older woman told Betty to explain.

“My folks thought it would be good for me to
go to a Shakespeare in the Park festival when I was about twelve.
During the day, Dad got into a really deep discussion with some
historian and Mom started drinking. She got blotto drunk and cussed
out our driver. He told her to go to hell and walked off. My dad
hadn’t seen this. He thought I had a ride home. When Mom went to
bitch at him about it, she tripped and banged her head on a tent
peg. Daddy freaked out and went with her to the ER. He told me to
have the driver take me home.”

Stephanie picked up the tale. “Since her mom
appeared okay, she thought it was great to be left alone with a
bunch of actors and medieval merchants. I found her in a tent with
some other kids, and they were all stoned. Her dad showed up less
than an hour later and blamed me, even though I’m the one that
dragged her out and was trying to sober her up before he got
back.”

Later, as they were sitting in the booth and
watching the ebb and flow of the crowd, Betty waited until there
was no one nearby to overhear. “Steph? You know how you’ve told me
about the different types of spirit guides and how they can take
animal form as well as human?”

“Yeah, why? You think you’ve seen yours?”

“I’m not sure, to be honest. I’ve always had
this affinity for the pelicans because of how they fly. It’s so
smooth and graceful, and I’ve had dreams where I’m up high and
seeing the schools of fish working the shallows. But something
kinda weird happened on the train. It was... different.”

Interested, her friend glanced around and
asked, “What do you mean, different? Tell me about it.”

“On the ride up, I was meditating and looking
out the window and I saw a very large crow flying alongside the
train. I got the feeling it was watching me and trying to tell me
something. It didn’t seem too weird until a little later on, when I
realized we were going well over fifty miles per hour, and no crow
can fly that fast for as long as he did. I know it was a vision of
some kind. It made me uneasy, but I don’t know why.”

“Ravens are very secretive. It is known that
ravens only reveal their secrets to those of great wisdom. To have
a raven as a spirit guide is very impressive. We shall have to see
if he returns.”

“That’s just it. I don’t really think he was
my spirit guide. I get the feeling he was watching me for someone
else.”

“That is very interesting, Betty. Most people
who pay attention find their spirit guide quickly and seldom see
another’s. I can’t help but wonder what is going on around here.
Last night, I had a dream where I was flying with the raven and we
spoke with coyote. It seemed very important at the time, but I
couldn’t remember the details this morning.”

A customer picked up a piece of silver
jewelry and Stephanie switched to sales mode. “That’s a Navajo
piece. It depicts the Thunderbird.”

The woman turned to her husband. “What do you
think, dear? This would look great with the pale blue blouse you
got me. Don’t you agree?”

He turned over the little paper price tag,
winced and looked up at her again.

“Oh, don’t worry. We’ll just use my
card.”

The husband shrugged helplessly as his wife
turned back to Stephanie. “We’ll take it.”

“I’m sure you’ll enjoy it for a long time to
come.” Without waiting for a change of mind, Steph took the woman’s
card and processed the sale.

When the couple walked away, Betty touched
her friend on the arm. “Steph? Who’s the fellow in the green
cape?”

“I don’t know. But he sure does look
familiar. I think I saw him at this same con last year. Why? What
do you see that I don’t?”

“Can’t you see his aura? It’s a brilliant
blue haze that looks like he just stepped out of a dense fog.”

The older woman was intrigued at the insight
her charge was showing. She decided to downplay it until she was
sure. “You’re seeing more than me, then. He does look like he has
money though. Maybe he needs some...”

At that moment, the man turned and stared
right at Betty. She felt a shock as if he had reached out and
touched her forehead. His serious demeanor broke into a wide smile
and he gave her a polite half-bow before turning and striding
rapidly from the hall.

“What was that all about?” Stephanie was
concerned. “He smiled and you turned white as a ghost.”

“I... I...dunno. I think maybe I’ll be seeing
more of him this weekend.”

Still not sure of what she was hearing, the
older woman decided to play it safe. “Now wait just a minute, girl.
He is way too old for you and your folks may think I’m crazy, but
I’m not letting some sexy dude with expensive garb pick up my
girlfriend for a weekend of fun. Besides, I need you to help with
the booth like you promised.”

“Don’t worry, Steph”. She was still staring
at the door where he’d left. “I’m not sure why I know this, but he
doesn’t want sex. I got a very strong sense of protectiveness from
him. I think he was looking around to make sure everyone here was
all right. And something else just hit me.”

“What’s that, girlfriend?”

“You are showing the same blue glow, right
now.”

Stephanie smiled at her young friend. “I was
wondering when you would start to see things. It looks like all it
took was someone really powerful to get your attention.”

“What do you mean, Steph?”

“He’s some sort of sorcerer. A very powerful
person and the fact that he zeroed in on us like that can be either
good or bad. We’ll have to see if he shows up again.”


Chapter 9: Cosplay Night

“Wow! Check out that dragon costume. It’s
awesome!”

Since the merchant floor was closed for the
evening, the girls could relax at the Friday night masquerade.

“Yeah, I’ve seen that one before. If you keep
watching, you’ll see smoke come out of... There! See?”

Betty’s jaw dropped as a cloud of white fog
erupted from the dragon’s nostrils. “How in the world?”

Stephanie explained. “It’s an old stage
trick. He has a small CO2 fire extinguisher hidden in there with a
couple of rubber tubes running up to the head. When he presses the
lever for a short burst, you get the cloud of harmless fog.”

“It’s a gorgeous costume and must have taken
a heckuva’ lot of work. That robot over there is nice, too. And
check out the guy with the brilliant blue glow all over him... Wait
a minute! Isn’t that the same fellow Stephanie and I saw
earlier?”

“Who? Which one...?” Marti’s eyes landed on
on a lean and handsome fellow, standing in the corner, watching the
parade of costumes. He was wearing tailored black slacks with a
ruffled cuff fencer’s shirt. A long, flowing velvet cape of dark
forest green hung loose on his shoulders. Betty glanced at her new
friend since this was the first time she’d seen her at a loss for
words. Marti’s face showed no emotion as she stood there, staring
at him.

Betty was curious. “What’s the matter? What
do you see?”

“Are you sure you see a bright blue glow,
hon?”

“Yes, of course. I said so, didn’t I? Why?
What’s the matter with a blue glow?”

“If you look around, you’ll see nobody else
is watching him, except for you and me. Didn’t your mother ever
tell you how to read auras? She must have been someone very
powerful to have a daughter your age who can see a sorcerer like
that one.”

“I never met my real mom. I’m adopted, you
see. My real mom was killed in a fire.”

“Oh my, girl. I’ve got a lot to teach you,
then. Mind your manners, though... Here he comes.”

He cut through a break in the parade and
approached. “Good evening, ladies. My name is Julius and I’ve been
looking for you.”

“Good evening to you, Julius. I’m Marti and
this is Betty. What can we do for you?”

“We need to sit down and talk of important
things for a little while. It’s going to be a lovely day for the
zoo, tomorrow.” He handed them a zoo map with a picnic area
circled. “I need to round up a couple more wizards and I’ll meet
you there tomorrow morning at ten sharp. Please don’t be late.”

“Wait a minute. Marti? Do you know this
man?”

“Not personally, no. But I will explain in a
few minutes, Betty.”

“Okay, if you won’t, then I’ll ask him...
Wait a minute. Where did he...”

Marti just shook her head and smiled. “We
need to head back to the dorm now, anyway. I’ll explain back
there.”

Betty looked nervous. “Let me get this
straight... He’s some kind of witch or something?”

“No, nothing as mundane as Wiccan. You might
call him a shaman, except they usually are not as powerful as he
appears to be.”

“What do you mean by powerful? Like is he a
devil worshiper or something? I won’t have anything to do with
that.”

“No. He’s probably not even very religious.
He can talk to animal spirits and can sense changes in the air.
There are very few like him. I’ve only seen one more, and that was
several years ago when my mother took me to see an old friend of
hers. She, too, had that brilliant blue aura. And she showed me how
to read some animals and to know there really are people who can
bridge the natural world and the man-made.”

“You mentioned we were the only ones that
could see his glow...?”

“Yes and now I understand why you didn’t say
anything to me earlier. Tell me, Betty... When you look in the
mirror, do you occasionally see a pale, blue glow around your
head?”

“Sometimes. I always thought it was just a
trick of the light or static electricity or something like
that.”

“Well, you have some abilities you haven’t
yet tapped, girl. And I’m going to have to show you, as my mother
showed me.” She got up and turned off the light. After a moment,
their eyes adapted to the pale glow of an almost-full moon,
reflected from the nearby buildings. “Relax now, and just look at
me. You can see me as a dim figure, right?”

“Yes. What am I looking for? More of that
glow?”

“I’m going to meditate for a bit. Just relax,
let your eyes unfocus... Don’t try to see me... just let it
happen...”

The two girls sat in silence for a few
moments, then Betty expressed her astonishment. “Oh my God! You’re
starting to glow, too. How do you do that?”

“It is a matter of control, and that is
something you will learn with time. Julius is a master at it and
that is why he was showing off this evening. He was right when he
said he had been looking for us. He wasn’t looking for you and me
in particular. He was looking for anyone in the crowd who could see
his aura. Make sense now?”

“So what are we going to do tomorrow?”

“We’re going over to see him as he asked. One
should never turn down a polite request from someone as powerful as
that. He won’t hurt us. That is a given. But I have a feeling
something is brewing and we need to know what it is.”


Chapter 10: Mall Night

“Good evening, Harry.”

“Good evening, Mrs. Walters. How are you,
this fine afternoon?”

“I’ve been a bit better since I’ve seen more
of the tree-rats today. They are acting funny, though.”

“In what way?”

“Well, you know they’re usually pretty hyper,
but this afternoon, they’ve all been scurrying about like crazy. I
tried to hand out some nuts and a couple came over, grabbed them
and high-tailed it back to the tree. I’ve never seen them so dang
jumpy. Mark my words, sir... Something wicked this way comes.”

Harry chuckled. “Consider them marked already
in my annotated Shakespeare. But all kidding aside, I agree.
Something has felt really bad all day.”

“Please be safe, Mr. Slater. I’ll be down at
the shelter tonight. It’s supposed to be warmer, but my old bones
can’t feel it.”

“Take care, yourself, Mrs. Walters. I’ll be
on my usual grate.”

“Going flying again, sir?” Her impish
question referred to his tales of raven dreams.

He smiled through the full beard. “With any
luck, yes.”

Later, he unrolled his bedding, carefully
arranged his meager possessions and hunkered down for the night.
His breath was ghostly in the glare from the streetlights, but he
felt warm enough. The evening crew at the museum had shut down most
of the great machines and only the normal, slow pulsing was carried
through the concrete and the grate. He quickly dropped into a deep
sleep.

The small burrow was well concealed behind
several rows of evergreen shrubbery. Coyote carefully sniffed,
crawled out and stretched. He shouldered his way between some close
bushes and peeked out onto the expanse of the mall. A soft southern
breeze was pushing piles of leaves around the base of various
monuments. The usual city noises of cabs, cops, limos, ambulances,
and fire trucks seemed to provide a reassuring backdrop. He was
hoping for a normal evening of hunting down some rodent, or if he
got lucky, an older, slower cat.

Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the
flicker of dark wings, so he sat down and watched the large black
bird land on a nearby branch. Normally predator and prey, the
responsibility shared with human guardians made them comrades.
“What news do you bring, Raven?”

The bird ruffled its feathers and looked
south before answering. “Some evil is in the air, Coyote. Everyone
seems to sense it. This morning, I saw both good and evil get off a
train. They went separate ways and didn’t seem to know each
other.”

“Where did evil go?”

“South of the river. They are gathered with
others tonight. They are deep inside a building and not even a cat
has been able to enter.”

“And the good one?”

“She was attacked on leaving the station, but
was saved by a guardian. She has met with another one of power,
although I’m not sure of her alignment. It appears as if she is to
mentor the good one from the train, who seems to know nothing.”

“I’m going hunting, bird. If I see anything,
I’ll call.”

“Happy hunting, dog.” The bird flew low and
Coyote’s jaws snapped only inches from its tail feathers. The
raven’s cackle sounded much like laughter.


Chapter 11: Mosque Night

The Ethiopian taxi driver looked at the block
of small warehouses and was concerned for the safety of his fares.
“Are you sure you gentlemen don’t want me to wait?”

Mustafa saw Abdul speak with the tall black
man at the door and signal him to come on in. “There will be no
need. This is the proper address.” He paid the driver and followed
his brother into the shop.

Once inside, Mustafa got a big hug and double
air-kisses from Sam. “Allah be praised! Welcome, my brother.” Sam
turned and introduced their two guests to his partner, Pete
Simmins.

“Why did you not come to the station to meet
us?

Sam explained. “There are many cameras around
the station. It is better for all of us if we are not seen together
until it is time to strike. We have a carefully crafted and
detailed plan that will strike terror into this country of infidels
more than anything we have done before.”

Mustafa grinned in excitement. “All praise be
to Allah, the just. Captain Khalid told us you had a new weapon.
What is it, and what part are we to play?”

“The good captain spoke truly. I was told
that you are both skilled with driving trucks and motorcycles. And
that one of you is a sharpshooter. Is this true, Mustafa?”

“Yes. Allah has gifted both Abdul and I with
much experience on motorcycles.”

Abdul spoke up. “And I have seen my brother
Mustafa kill a man with a single shot at more than five hundred
meters.”

“Excellent! Tonight, we will show you maps
and explain the plan. Tomorrow we are all going to ride motorcycles
and practice.”

“What is this great weapon, that we can
deploy it with just motorcycles? Some sort of nerve gas, radiation,
or a plague...?”

“It is the weapon that once set free is the
most difficult of all to counter. Fear!”

The two strangers looked suspiciously at each
other, then back at their northern brother. “We have come far and
at some risk, friend Sam. Explain, please.”

“We are going to spread incredible fear
throughout the city. Hundreds, perhaps thousands may die and
millions more will feel fear at the terrible wrath of Allah.”

They smiled at the thought. “All praise be
unto Him. We are listening...”

Sam gave a nasty laugh. “Our plan is simple
and threefold. Each step depends on the one before. We are going to
start with a minor attack... And then, in the words of some of my
computer hacker buddies, we are going to spread FUD.”

“FUD?”

“FUD stands for Fear, Uncertainty, and Doubt.
And our final step will be to take advantage of the FUD to
decapitate the snake.”

He pointed to a large District map on the
wall. “See these two bodies of water on the south and east sides?
There are four major bridges that connect the city on these two
sides. Two of these bridges are right next to that temple of
ultimate evil, the Pentagon. That is where we are going to create a
diversionary strike.”

“What weapon are we going to use to destroy
the bridge, my brother?”

Pete interrupted. “That’s just it. There is
no need to destroy a bridge if you can just deny them the use of
it. Come with me, please.” He opened the back door to the office
and showed them the shop. “See those two old trucks?”

“They are what you call a pickup truck and
they are overloaded with tires. Is there a bomb inside?”

“Only a little bomb, Mustafa, my friend. You
see, each of the tires has a very small explosive inside it and
that explosive will be surrounded with a half-gallon of jellied
gasoline. I will be on a motorcycle, leading you from here to the
Fourteenth Street Bridge.”

Sam explained how they were going to cross
it, circle the block and return on the southbound lane. When they
got to the center of the bridge, the motorcyclist would signal. The
truck driver would slam on the brakes, turn the wheel into a skid
and stop sideways, blocking both lanes. Next, the driver would pull
a trigger, jump out of the truck and get on the back of the
motorcycle. The two would continue south at a high rate of speed.
Within a few seconds, all of the explosives in the truck would
detonate at the same time and scatter burning tires all over the
bridge.

Pete picked up the thread. “If we are
fortunate and Allah grants us favor, a few infidels may die. But
that is not the primary mission. Burning tires are almost
impossible to put out and with all the heavy traffic packed up
behind the truck they will have a problem getting emergency
vehicles to the scene. The tires will also create a dense column of
black smoke, which will obstruct adjacent lanes. We have placed
several open metallic canisters in the back of the truck and they
have biohazard decals on them. As soon as someone sees the
stickers, they will assume there has been a dirty-bomb attack on
the Pentagon. This will create still more fear and focus all their
attention on protecting that den of vipers.”

“You say that is just the first part of the
plan?”

Sam nodded. “Yes. You and I will ride a short
distance south and then we will pick up another motorcycle and
different colored racing leathers. I will peel off the colorful
decals and in a few moments, we will look like just another couple
of tourist bikers.”

He pointed to the spots on the map as he
continued.

“We will circle back, around the beltway and
back up the highway, to this warehouse, where we are now. The other
pickup and the van parked outside have the same systems of
explosive tires in the back. My brother and I will lead both of you
over these two bridges and will try to detonate at the same time.
That will complete the first phase of the plan.”

“You are going to try to bottle the Americans
inside their own capital?”

“That is only part of it. If we only did
this, it might cost a few dozen lives, but they would arrange for
an orderly detour and all that would be lost would be a few weeks
of work as they repaired the bridges. No, my brother. If Allah
grants us strength, we will hit them both a second and third time.
See this huge, circular stadium?”

“That is JFK Stadium.”

“Yes, and on Sunday afternoon, it is going to
be packed with thousands of fans. The parking lots for blocks
around will be full to overflowing. That will be our next target.”
He opened a large box and pulled out a clear plastic tube with
hoses and a pistol grip. “Have you seen one of these weapons
before?”

The strangers shook their heads.

“These are compressed air cannons that are
used at decadent rock and roll concerts to hurl rolled teeshirts to
fans up to a hundred feet away. We are going to use them with
slightly different munitions.” He opened another box, pulled out a
small package covered in slick brown paper. Turning towards the
back wall, he fired it and it exploded against the wall in a cloud
of white powder. The exhaust fan quickly pulled it outside and he
walked back, picked up the shredded brown paper and handed it
over.

The stranger’s eyes grew wide when they saw
the biohazard imprints and the official-looking warnings in both
English and Arabic, warning of anthrax toxin.

“This is... Have you gone mad?”

Both Sam and Pete laughed. “Allah is merciful
and has spared us all this night, my friend. The white powder you
see is only baking flour. Now imagine you and your entire family
are at some sporting event and you see these packages bursting all
over your car and those of your friends. What will be you first
thought when you read these labels?”

“Why to escape as fast as... And with the
bridges blocked with fire and the parking lots full, we shall have
a panic. The infidels will fear for their lives and run like
cowards, trampling anyone in their path.”

“It will be like an animal stampede, insane
with fear. That is the second part of our plan.”

“And what of the third part?”

“My brother and I have rented an apartment
that overlooks the stadium. In it, we have stored very accurate
rifles and ammunition. As soon as we have dumped the first half of
the anthrax, we will split up and drop you and your brother at the
apartment. You will go upstairs, pray for patience and wait a few
minutes. We will continue through the rest of the city, spreading
the rest of our little brown packages. And, when we get to this
side of town, we have a third van hidden. It will be used to close
off the bridge by the Kennedy Center.”

“What are we to wait for?”

“Within a few minutes of the JFK Bridge fire,
you will see many emergency vehicles arriving. They have very fast
response times. We have left powerful binoculars in the rooms, and
you can watch them arrive. It should become obvious who is in
charge, who are the leaders, the heads that run the snake. As soon
as you are sure of your targets, you will continue to kill the
leaders as they become obvious. You should probably select police
or military officers first, as they are armed. The firefighters can
be a secondary target.”

“It won’t take them too long to find our
positions.”

“My brother and I have spent many hours
placing scrap steel plates on the walls of the two apartments. Once
they see you, their usual handguns and shotguns will have no
effect. Unfortunately, if it is Allah’s will, they will eventually
bring in stronger weaponry and try to attack you from other sides.
There is an exit plan, however.”

“Yes?”

“We have placed small explosives and cans of
jellied gasoline in each apartment with a simple five minute timer.
If you think you have created enough havoc as a sniper, set the
timer and go out the side door of the apartment. Use the elevator
for speed. Once you are in the basement, there is another
motorcycle to make your escape. We would advise that you travel
north and west to escape the city. Circle wide, using back roads
and you will be able to rendezvous with Captain Khalid in Southern
Maryland. At that point, it is up to Allah, the most merciful, to
grant you wings.”


Chapter 12: Steel Night

“Care for another beer, sir?” the hotel
bartender asked the engineer.

Bob English ran a hand through his thinning
hair and considered it for a second. He knew it had been a long
week. “Sorry. But I think Charlie and I’ll just finish this one,
then I want to check my email. We need to hit the pit early tonight
because tomorrow’s the zoo.”

Charlie put his half-empty mug on the bar.
“You know, the zoo might be cool. I haven’t been to one since I was
a kid. What made you decide on the zoo, though?”

“This is a nice one. I’m tired of the usual
railroad and car museums. We both need a shot of fresh air and
sunshine.”

Later, in his room, Bob was reviewing some
email from his classic car group. More than a dozen people had
reported their project cars were running exceedingly well over the
last few weeks. An impromptu classic rod run had been planned for
Sunday. He dropped into the chat room and let them know he would
love to be a part of it, but was only in town because of his job
and didn’t have a ride.

Immediately, one of the fellows asked, “Hey,
Bob! I hear you like them old Diamond T trucks. Is that true?”

“Yeah, why?”

“I just finished restoring a 1969 Diamond T
pumper fire truck and I was thinking of showing it off this Sunday.
You want to stop over tomorrow afternoon, I’ll show you around the
shop and you can crash in my spare bedroom. We can leave here real
early on Sunday and have a ball circling JFK Stadium and then
touring all the DC scenic spots with the rest of the guys. On the
way back, I’ll drop you at your hotel.”

“That sounds great! I’ll take you up on
that.”

***

Tammy knew she looked good as she left the
relative quiet of the ladies room for the noisy tavern. She was
Native American, slender, very energetic and looked great in the
standard biker babe outfit of jeans, leather chaps, black boots
with a three-inch heel and a matching black leather bustier. Her
parents had given her a decent education, high cheekbones, large
breasts and a dusky complexion. She also had deep, lustrous black
hair that shone with blue highlights in bright sunlight. A good
diet, plenty of exercise and youth left her tall and
self-assured.

“Hey, Meat! Get over here and tell us all
about Desert Storm.” The loud biker was three beers past stupid and
knew damn well that the huge fellow waiting for his wife would
never talk about the time he had spent in the Arabian
Peninsula.

Tammy ignored the drunk and kept her eyes on
her husband.

Just as she got to the table, Meat bristled
up and she placed a gentle hand on his. “Let it go, honey. He’s
just being an asshole. We need to get some sleep, no?”

He looked at her and, as usual, felt his
anger slip away and nodded. Her idea of getting some sleep usually
meant a shared hot shower, a back massage and then a good fuck.

“Sure, Pigeon. This place is getting too damn
noisy anyway. Hell! You couldn’t hear a hog with open pipes in
here.”

She helped him ignore the loudmouth and they
left the bar. Tomorrow, it would be time to play tourist around the
mall and then, on Sunday, there was the concert. It was shaping up
to be a great weekend.

Walking past the window, she saw asshole
throw them the bird, and his buddies laughed. The drunk chuckled as
well, not realizing they were laughing because they all knew he had
waited until Meat was out of view. The bartender said nothing,
poured another pitcher, and made damn sure his tip was taken out of
the change.

***

Mustafa’s sleep was troubled. Visions of the
virgin slut on the train kept dancing through his head, and his
cock was throbbing. The brief release of his seed in the shower had
done nothing to wipe her image from his mind. Something kept
whispering in the back of his mind that he would see her again. He
wasn’t sure it would be good for either of them.

He and his brother Abdul tossed and turned on
their mattresses in the back of the shop. Outside, a small dog
abandoned a few days earlier, was gnawing on a rat’s bones. In the
tree above it, a large owl was watching the same trash pile where
the dog had killed his rat. There were plenty more of the
rodents.

***

Less than a block away, in a wooded area
inside a highway cloverleaf, a couple of homeless women were
stirring stew over a small, smokeless fire.

“It’s goin’ ta be another cold one, Mrs.
Walters.”

“Yep. Good thing we got this nice, warm stew
and some cocoa for tonight. I must say, I’d love a cup of coffee,
though.”

“Yeah... coffee would be great, but we don’t
need to be all wired up on caffeine while we’re trying to stay warm
and sleep.”

“Gotcha, I have to agree...” She paused and
her voice dropped to a whisper. “Don’t move. Just look slowly to
your left.”

The other woman let her head slowly turn to
face a coyote sitting less than ten foot away. She stiffened a bit
in fear. “That is one ugly dog.”

“It ain’t no dog. That there is a
coyote.”

“Coyotes are supposed to be in the mountains
or deserts, not friggin’ DC.”

“You tell him that. I’ve heard of ‘em around
here before, but this is the first I’ve seen one.”

“He dangerous?”

“He could be... but sittin’ there, like that,
I think he’s just being curious. I got that ham bone left over.
What ya think?”

“Go ahead. Ain’t worth much
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