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      Twenty-nine-year-old Diane Nine, a nationally famous comic book artist and writer, has been a paraplegic since the age of five. Her life is upended when she meets the mysterious Chester “Chet” Strauss.

      Chet is a brilliant freelance engineer who has created a revolutionary combat exoskeleton capable of reshaping global military warfare. But he is also a nefarious traitor. Through deception, he manipulates Diane into smuggling the suit out of the country and into the hands of a ruthless communist triad.

      Accompanied by her massage therapist and her caregiving secretary, Diane finds herself stranded in Cuba, fighting for survival against terrorists and a Category Five hurricane. Bound to the exoskeleton, she becomes a walking weapon of mass destruction—driven by a single goal: escape the island with the suit.

      Her only hope lies in a curious CIA weapons analyst who literally stumbles into her path and joins the melee. As the U.S. military closes in, deploying overwhelming force just short of declaring war, the situation spirals into chaos. The ultimate dilemma remains: the military must find the foursome before it can help them—if it’s not already too late.
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      Agent Gene took two strides and joined Diane Nine on the other side of the window. He peeked around the frame, fisting a rifle in one hand. “I see two so far. One is standing by the passenger door and looking this way. The other is stepping off the porch across the street and heading for the vehicle, but he has his eyes on this building.”

      “The locals ratted us out,” she said. “We can take two.”

      Gene made a throaty noise. “The windows on the SUV are blacked out. There could be more in the vehicle. But that’s not the worst of it. They’re wearing flak jackets. I can’t get a clean headshot from here without endangering bystanders.” He paused for a beat. “Okay…the passenger just cornered the vehicle to meet up with the other one. Now they’re both out of my sight.”

      Diane tore the baggy clothes off, exposing the combat exoskeleton and snapped the helmet and utility belt into place. The utility belt held a pouch with a dozen circular saw blades.

      Gene glanced at the waist pouch. “What the heck are those?”

      “Weapons of mass destruction. Stay here. I’ll guard the hall.”

      “Take an AK-47 with you. All you have to do is spray and pray.”

      “Yeah, but I’m all thumbs when it’s time to reload.” She showed him her pincer-like claws.

      He saw the multi-mode finger control on the combat suit. “Then use it with your off-hand and bring it back when it’s empty.”

      Picking the rifle up and jacking the slide was easy.

      “I can’t let them get on the radio set,” he said, and jumped in front of the window and yanked the rifle up. The gun belched on full auto. Window shield glass splintered. Bullets pinged off metal.
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        * * *

      

      Diane brushed through the door and jogged down the hall, arriving at the head of the stairs. Screams of dismay came from the lobby below. Several hotel patrons ran up the stairs in a crush and headed for unoccupied rooms. After the last person cleared the stairs, Diane ran down fast, the servos in her legs squealing. Too fast. The robotic legs jerked out of sync. She pitched forward, landing on her chest, and belly-slid toboggan-style down the landing, her helmet chin plate striking the steps. She crashed headfirst into the lobby counter. After shaking off the fall, she staggered to her feet.

      An armed man leapt onto the porch, heading for the entrance door. She heaved the rifle up and sprayed the front window, taking it out with an explosion of shards. The hotel manager ducked under the counter, screaming her lungs hoarse.

      At first, it looked like the advancing man was hit since he’d disappeared after her burst. Then a rifle barrel rose over the lip of the porch. He had dropped down for cover or had been blown down. His gun barked with an orange flash. Bullets whistled inside the lobby striking the walls and staircase. Diane ducked behind the edge of the counter and heard a barrage of fire coming from the second story and knew it was Gene having his own gun battle. His shots were answered by return fire coming from the street near the SUV.

      Diane stepped out, sent a burst into the planks of the porch, tearing up chunks of wood. The man’s rifle barrel suddenly dropped. She trotted across the lobby, skidding on broken glass, firing single shots at the porch. Reaching the shattered entrance door, she aimed down, fully aware that the terrorist had scooted under the porch to hide. She pumped her last bullets into the planks. The rapid fire was answered with a moan. Fifty feet away, the rear passenger door on the SUV swung open. A man jumped out, firing from the hip. Reinforcements.

      Diane felt sharp thumps against her torso. The body armor had taken several high-powered rounds, including the face shield, which nearly tore her helmet off. She turned to run, a hail of bullets chasing her, several of which struck her back armor. After making it to the staircase, she half-crawled, half-ran up it. She knew she had been hit when she reached the top landing. The warmth of blood coursed down her back. After reaching the hotel room, she found Bibi and Gene, bobbing and taking shots out the window. She threw the empty rifle on the mattress and called out, “I got one under the porch!”

      Gene glanced at her. “Move over here—take this. I just reloaded it.”

      She took his position at the window while he reloaded her empty weapon. Bibi hobbled across the room, snatched up an extra clip and disappeared around the door. The large woman’s heavy steps faded down the hall.

      “Bibi, you get back here!” Diane yelled.

      “Never mind that,” said Gene. “Give me some cover fire—keep them pinned behind the vehicle.”

      Diane fired short bursts, biding time for Gene who now had one of his makeshift hand grenades loaded in the sling pouch. He approached the window on his knees and lit the fuse. When he had the slingshot pulled back to its limit, he rose up and let it fly. The grenade sailed through the air with a wobbly sizzle and struck the inside wheel well of the SUV. It exploded with a concussion that rocked the vehicle off the ground. Shredded rubber flew like a cannon shot, sending the two men behind the hood sprawling flat. Just as the men groped to their feet, Diane aimed for their faces and pulled the trigger several times. Missed. The men dove for cover behind the vehicle again.

      Gene sent another grenade missile out the window. It went long, erupting on the porch behind the men in an explosion of wood chunks and nails.

      Firing from the first floor, Diane could see Bibi’s shots hit the side panels of the SUV, piercing the metal, breaking the windows and taking chunks out of the upholstery.

      The return fire halted. The enemy disappeared. Gene sent another mini bomb out the window. This time it landed on the hood, blowing out the SUV’s front windshield.

      Diane strained to see any combatants left. “You think we got ‘em? Where’d they go?”

      Gene eased up to peer around the window. “They might be under the vehicle. No, wait. I can see the rear passenger door opening on the other side.  I can’t get a bead on him. Okay, now I think he’s crawling around to the rear of the…”

      A man stepped away from the back of the SUV and knelt. He flipped up a long tube-like object atop his shoulder.

      “RPG!” screamed Gene and shoved Diane toward the door. She made it inside the hallway just as her feet left the floor. Then came the sensation of somersaulting in the air in slow motion like she was caught in a vat of molasses. The next thing she remembered was spitting plaster dust and trying to shake the ringing from her ears. It seemed the whole hallway wall had collapsed inward from both sides, burying her.

      Strong hands lifted Diane up from the wreckage. Gene pulled her down the hallway, carrying both rifles in the other hand, while she had to work the servo legs. He turned his head to speak but she couldn’t hear the words. When they arrived at the top of the stairs, they saw Bibi at the bottom, crouched behind the lobby counter, exactly where Diane had been moments before.

      Consumed with an infuriating rage, Diane broke from Gene’s embrace and stomped down the stairs, holding onto the rail for support. After reaching the lobby, the terrorist who had fired the RPG had another rocket readied for loading. She clicked her finger control for a dead run, passed through the entrance and launched over the porch. She hit the man in the midriff with a flying body-block, sending both of them thumping to the ground. She scrambled to her knees and caught the man around the ankle just as he got to his feet. Activating the mechanical pincher fingers, she broke his leg. The man howled then crumpled to the ground. Two thundering punches to the face knocked him out. The suit controls gave off electronic snaps and shorted out. She lay on her side and waved for help.

      Gene got to her a moment later and tried to stand her up. Failing that, he dragged her to the porch and sat her upright. He rushed to the SUV, checked the interior and then moved around to the other side in a stalking crouch. He reappeared and then gathered up the terrorist’s weapons with a full armload.

      Gene palmed the sweat from his forehead and said, “There were four of them. The one on the other side of the vehicle has the back of his head filled with wood and the other lay under the porch, where you got him. That makes two dead, two unconscious.”

      Bibi limped out of the hotel and collapsed on the porch, clutching a breast. “That bastard shot my nipple clean off! I hope this shit’s over.”

      Diane pulled her helmet off, letting it clunk onto the porch. “Girlfriend, I’d love to help you right now, but I’ve been hit. I think a bullet crept up the seam of my suit when I was crawling up the stairs.” A pool of blood had collected on the porch next to her right buttock.

      Gene pulled her vest back and peered down inside. “Okay, hang on. I can take care of this.”

      Bibi gripped her girlfriend’s wrist. “Oh, baby, we’ve got ya!”

      Diane had the sensation of being lifted into the air and then floating. Disjointed voices and the sound of muffled footsteps came from far off in the distance. Her eyesight phased in and out of focus.

      Then her mind wandered. I wonder if this is what it feels like when you’re going to heaven. I’m dying. Angels will show up at any minute. I’m ready. They didn’t come. Then, before blacking out, she wondered how in the hell she’d ever gotten into this mess. The answer was simple. She had only wanted to walk again. That was it. Was it too much to ask for a dream to come true?
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      Diane adjusted the pocket scope, allowing the image to come into view. The next runner looked promising. Michelangelo had chiseled this one out—broad shoulders, rippling quads and abs like crop rows. He had a nice golden tan, but his face was pointed down, obscured from view.

      You can jog without looking at your feet. Just flash me a little face. He did when he rose to straighten his back. He was as handsome as a new car.

      With the flip of her hair, she stashed the scope in the side pocket. Forget hot, this guy was incendiary!

      Diane nudged the joystick, bringing the wheelchair up to the fringe of the jogging trail. Mr. Stud Cake made the S-turn on the path like a standard bred pacer on the homestretch at Woodbine. She pulled the charcoal sketchpad up and set it on her lap. Just as the young man approached, she let the pad fall to the grass. The handsome runner stopped, panting. He retrieved the pad from the grass and stepped up to the wheelchair. They stared at each other for a brief moment before his eyes panned down to her legs.

      He extended the sketchpad. “Looks like you dropped this.”

      She studied his eyes, looking for that inner light of recognition—that certain spark. It took a microsecond to make the determination. Nobody was home. He was okay as first impressions went, like a trendy piece of clothing pulled off the rack. But once donned, it itched and felt clunky.

      She grasped her sketchpad, knowing he hadn’t looked at it. “Thanks for getting that for me. It was a clumsy slip.”

      “Name’s Mac,” he said. “They call me Mac Attack.” He waited for a reaction.

      The response came a moment later. “Diane Nine,” she said, pleasantly enough. He sounded like something off a McDonald’s menu.

      He shook his head, his eyes grave. “It’s a real shame you had to end up like that. Can’t be much fun for you, stuck in a wheelchair when the rest of us are out here puttin’ rubber to the road.”

      “Oh, I get my rubber to the road all right.” Now you can burn your rubber out of here.

      “Yeah, but what do you do about…you know….” His eyes lowered again.  He seemed to be in a quandary or hurry. Maybe both. “…About feeling things down there,” he went on. “I mean, doesn’t it stop you from partying down?”

      “What do you mean, partying down?”

      “Well, gettin’ gigged—laid.”

      This interview was over. “Look, I have enough parts to party down with.  Okay?  Sorry I cooled your run. See ya.”

      He backed away and resumed his position on the path. With a swagger, he crouched and kicked off. He jogged around the bend, giving her the backward finger.
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        * * *

      

      The Huntington Beach Library was the best bet. It held one of the largest literary collections in Southern California and it sat on the crest of the hill overlooking a picturesque lake. Many of its visitors, including the recreational joggers, were intellectually competent men. Most of them were college students. Some of the nicest guys browsed the book aisles—particularly the art and history stacks. Diane longed for a great repartee with someone who stimulated her mind as well as her eyes. Friends made fun of her for loitering and trapping unsuspecting men with the old dropped sketch pad routine. But what was so wrong about being proactive in searching for a potential mate? These were pleasant dates with stimulating conversation. Not blunt force trauma sex.

      Today was a day of adventure, opting for the sun and the breeze. If all else failed, a bag of popcorn was reserved for the ducks. She brought the scope to her face again, eying the trail.

      The next prospect was a distant speck. Clearly, he was moving and sucking oxygen. Always a good sign. He wore an enormous full-sleeved jogging suit. His arms flapped, kind of like a wounded pterodactyl trying to get airborne. His stride was crazy-legged; he ran as much sideways as forward. She nearly laughed out loud but thought better of it. Instead, she felt somewhat sorry for him. It might have been his first jogging experience. Diane was no stranger to barbs or insults. Even with a slung gut and knocked knees, wasn’t Seabiscuit hard on the eyes but chock-full of speed and heart?

      Diane perched the sketchpad on her knee. The runner’s face didn’t show well; his hair kept fouling the view. When he hove into view, his height became obvious. He was more than gangly. Not that it was a deterrent. Everyone towered over her.

      She waited a few seconds more and then dropped the pad. But the scope left her grip and landed on the grass at her feet. Frantic that the small telescope would be discovered, she twisted in the chair and reached down. Having forgotten to cinch the lap belt, she nosed over and fell from the chair. Holding her hands out did little to absorb the impact. Her upper chest struck the ground, and she rolled on her side, facing away from the jogging path. “Holy Christ!”

      “Oh! Hold on there,” said a male voice to her backside.

      “Oh, it’s really nothing.” She spat out a few blades of grass. “Happens quite often.” Which was an outright lie. She always buckled up. Except for this time.

      He said, “You’ll just have to forgive the hands.”

      She felt fork-truck-sized arms slide under her torso, followed by the sensation of being lifted. Settling upright in the man’s arms like a sack of potatoes, their faces were inches apart. He had root beer-brown eyes and a strong cleft chin. His panting breath, smelling of coffee creamer, washed over her--French vanilla. He had a pleasant smile, showing a crack of teeth.

      “Now if I were to grade you on that dive,” he said, “I would have given you a nine-point-five. Only because you threw a little twist into it.”

      She almost erupted in laughter, averting her eyes. But his face was magnetic. There was something in his eyes—something indescribable that drew her into their depths. Intriguing depths, maybe even a little dangerous. He was strong, steady in his embrace. And it was nice to be in a strange man’s arms this far off the ground without a lifting harness. All of her observations were processed in ten seconds.

      “I really don’t make a habit of getting picked up this way,” she said, giving him a timid blush. “Figuratively or literally.”

      “I wouldn’t think you’d have to try.” He pulled her tighter into his chest.

      “Uh, that’s really swee…kind.” It almost came out a gobble. “I hope I’m not a burden, and it was nice of you to⁠—”

      “No problem. I needed an excuse to stop. I was slaughtering the blacktop.”

      He bent over, gently placing her into the chair. Then he drew her seat belt taut and snapped it. He backpedaled and picked up the sketchpad and scope, momentarily studying the charcoal rendering of the hills and landscape.

      “Looks a little bit like Autumn by Lena Kurovska,” he said. “I like the way you captured the eucalyptus in the background.”

      “Oh, you have the appreciation? I was more influenced by Hilary Burnett, especially some of her earlier work. But I’m splitting hairs.” She paused a beat, watched his reaction. He wasn’t poised for flight. That was a good sign. This might go around the bases. “I’d offer you a chair but the only one around here is occupied.”

      He handed the scope to her. She told him she used it to pick up extra landscape definition. He bought the explanation and then sat on the grass at the foot of the chair. He cuffed a dollop of sweat from his forehead.

      “I didn’t mean to break your rhythm,” she said. “It looked like you had a good draft going.”

      “Don’t kid yourself. It’s a wonder I didn’t blow a hamstring. Truth be told, it’s my second time out. I’ll need to find another activity to boost my cardio, because this is downright hazardous to my health.”

      “You couldn’t think of a more beautiful place to blow it.”

      “I love the library grounds and couldn’t think of any other trail to run.” He looked out across the lake. “It’s always been one of my favorite spots.”

      “It’s my favorite place, too.” Why was she agreeing with him, almost finishing his sentences? “I have no choice but to stay put unless I want to putt-putt around the trail, but I’d only get in the way of the runners.” Now she was babbling. First thing first; the preliminaries were missing. Like, uh, introductions.

      “I’m Diane Nine,” she said. “I’m a Huntington resident and I cruise this place like a stalker. Lots of free time lately.” I’m getting a word in edgewise. Why is this any different from the others?

      He extended his hand. “Chet Strauss. Huntington, also. So how does a nine-to-five allow you out to enjoy the ambrosia of a day like this?”

      She took the hand and flinched. It was cold, but very life-like. Funny, it was never noticeable before. His right arm and hand are prosthetic. Talk about being caught off guard.

      She smoothed her hair down. “I only work three days, knocking out enough panels to keep the editors stocked for the next issue. It has its liberties.”

      “You’re an artist by profession?”

      “Comics. I work for Majestic, responsible for my own issue. The Aurora series, featuring Endura.”

      His face brightened. “You’re syndicated! I’ve seen the series and read your strip. You’re all over the place. Endura of Futura, from the planet behind the sun. Nice work! How’d you manage that?”

      “Pretty easy. I went to Majestic Comics ten years ago with an armload of story ideas, panels and samples. I laid down a heavy-duty pitch. I got a call a week later for a trial run in a single issue. It got some great reviews and tagged some extra sales. So, they featured me in the next issue; ran a profile-bio with photos, which led to my first stint as a comic book artist. I’m beginning to think that cartoon graphics and comics are in my blood since I have frequent bubble thoughts.” She giggled.

      “I’m impressed. A fine arts vocation is a tough gig.”

      “It pays the bills. Sometimes I feel a little guilty about the size of the checks. Then there are permissions and subsidy rights sales, but William Morris takes care of all that now. We’ve been in talks with Hasbro about an Endura action figure. I can’t wait to accessorize her.”

      “Looks like Majestic knew a good thing when they saw it.”

      “I couldn’t stop hyperventilating after I signed the contract. It was a real paper bag moment. And you?” Her eyes landed on his hand. “Sorry, I noticed that⁠—”

      “Not to worry. It was an industrial accident five years ago. I lost it from the elbow down. I designed the replacement—the internal framework, actuators, sensors, and the dermal sensiflesh.”

      “No way!”

      “Way.”

      “Are you a doctor or something?”

      “Mechanical engineer, MIT. Picked up a PHD in physics while at Cambridge. Spent some time designing at NASA for the last two Rover missions. I’ve contributed to some breakthrough technology in biomechanics and robotic telepresence. To date, I hold forty-one patents—but it's the lecture circuit that pays.  All I need is fingers for calculator buttons.” He screwed up his face. “Gak. I just barfed up my whole resume.”

      Diane cocked her head. “You sound like MacGyver, that guy who could make a light saber out of a paper clip. Don’t worry. You’re intriguing me. Is there anything you haven’t done?”

      “I haven’t won the Nobel Prize yet. It’s on my serious hit list. I find enough applications for my inventions to keep me more than busy. For instance…” He stood up and walked a slow circuit around her wheelchair. He ducked once to look at the undercarriage.

      She turned in her chair, finding him at her side. “Is there something wrong?”

      “Nope...I could change out those batteries and replace them with some high-output cads, then tweak that drive motor to put out some more torque. The suspension could use a retrofit. There’s a lot of wasted space in the frame.” He paused, jiggled one of the wheels. “It’s just a matter of improving on what’s been done. I love to tinker.”

      He moved around to the rear of the chair. She could almost feel his eyes on the back of her head. She couldn’t turn that far around and hoped that he was admiring her hair. She’d had compliments on her platinum locks. He didn’t disappoint.

      “You’ve got hair like moonshine,” he said. “Nice. Stop the presses. What’s this bulky bag apparatus on the back of your wheelchair?”

      “That’s just my papoose carryall. It’s four Sierra packs sewn together that I use for hauling everything. There’s a joke that I transport illegal aliens across the border in it. It’ll hold a hundred pounds of stuff.”

      She watched him reappear in front of her, but he did not sit down. His eyes fell to her legs for the first time. She felt the slightest crimp in her heart. Somehow, she knew it wouldn’t last, this attention, this profound sincerity. She brought her emotions to heel, expecting the worst. But he surprised her again when he took a small tape measure and pocket calculator out of his baggy pants.

      “Forgive me,” he said, then ran the tape from the crown of her head to the outside of her hip, then the crook of her leg, and then down to her toes. He measured her shoulder breadth, stabbed some buttons on the little Casio.

      “You tape out at about five-four. Do both your pinky fingers work?”

      “Uh, yes. But what does that⁠—"

      “Look, I don’t normally do this, but I’ve been working on a prototype for the military. It’s a full combat military exoskeleton, titanium chassis with telepresence servos and motivators.”

      “Oh?”

      “With some modifications, we could fit you in the bottom half of the torso chassis. I could rig up the sensors to pull commands off the upper body nerve or muscle track. It’s just a matter of where to plug in.” He stepped back, worked his jaw. “Yep, I think it could work. Now, from what point does the nerve damage begin?”

      “Well, from about the bellybutton on down—it was a lumbar fracture. I don’t understand. What are you trying to say?”

      “It’s really simple. How long has it been since you’ve walked?”

      “About twenty-three years. Um, why?”

      “How would like to walk again? Unassisted. Even run.”

      “You’re kidding. You’re blowing smoke up my...rear.”

      “No, not at all. With a little luck and pluck, we should have you blowing a smoke trail behind your sneakers. It’ll take some time, though. That’s unless you don’t feel like⁠—”

      “No, wait. First, I have to know what’s going on.”

      He looked over his shoulder, giving the jogging path a nervous glance and then brought his eyes around again. “Let’s hammer out the details over dinner. What say, tomorrow night at seven? Pick your restaurant. Give me your address and I’ll call to verify before picking you up. Don’t worry about transport. I have a utility van with a lift gate.”

      “I don’t know…it’s kind of sudden.” She thought about it for another ten seconds. “Okay. This should be interesting. I wouldn’t mind hearing what you just told me in layman’s terms.” She pulled her purse from a side pouch and gave him a business card. “I’m in Huntington Harbor. Come in through the gate from the Pacific Coast Highway side and show that to the guard. It’s already initialed, so he’ll allow access.”

      He took her hand again and gave it a quick kiss. “I’m looking forward to it, Diane. It’s been a pleasant visit, short drive-by that it was, but nice nevertheless.”

      “Thanks, Chet. Yep, interesting. I guess I’ll see you.”

      “You will.” He gave her a meek smile and then turned around. He rocked back and forth a few times, building up momentum. He launched. His legs flailed wildly, while the body seemed to fly along by default. She watched him in awe, hoping he would not tangle up and go down. He had a near miss and stumbled just before he made it around the bend. She let out the breath she had been holding. Wow. Was that an exchange with an eligible, professional bachelor? Chet Strauss was a give me this and let’s do that type of guy. Anything he had to say was quick, painless. Nothing lost in translation. She hoped she hadn’t stepped in a pile by accepting his invitation.

      The decibel-busting voice of her personal assistant came from behind her. “Dang, girl, you’re awful close to the lake. You ought to back that buggy up so you don’t end up with the ducks.”

      Bibi appeared at her side with an armload of takeout. The large woman set the bags on the ground then flopped down next to them. She stretched her muumuu over her knees, fashioning a small fabric table, then began to organize the food items. She handed Diane a small tub of salad, a napkin, and plastic fork. Then she lined up several hockey puck-sized burgers at her side.

      “Chef salad with bacon bits,” said Bibi. “You can eat yourself gut-sick and not gain an ounce of fat. You had cottage cheese with pineapple yesterday, so I figured you’re due for a good bowel movement today. As for me, I need fries and burgers cruising through my blood.”

      “You should be a nutritionist,” Diane mocked, looking at the woman who had the Whoopi Goldberg mouth and Nell Carter body. “Seriously, one of these days a piece of French fry is going to hang up in one of your arteries. Then ping! They’ll have to call the fire department to pick your grand piano-sized ass up off the deck then rush you to the hospital.”

      “Just so they send a gaggle of hard-bodied hunks.” She stripped a sandwich wrapper and cleaved a small burger in two with one bite. She pounded her breastbone, swallowing. “Down, boy! Down!” She looked around. “Now, how’d the shopping go? Find anyone interesting?”

      Diane speared a small wad of salad. “Since you’ve been gone, two more losers. The last loser wanted to gig me, I think. I gave him the exit sign. Oh, and two autographs. A couple of kids recognized me.”

      “Good on you for giving the losers the boot. They need to be playing with your mind first. So, you haven’t done any buying off the rack today?”

      “Buying off the rack” was Bibi’s interpretation of potential dates. “I wouldn’t exactly say that. I kind of put one on layaway. An engineer named Chet Strauss. He seemed pretty decent. He wants to take me out tomorrow night. I dunno, Bibi. Everything went right. Almost too right…and fast.”

      Bibi stabbed a straw into a Styrofoam cup. “What’s the problem with that? You’re pushing twenty-nine, way past the Hugh Hefner league. You have to get your priorities straight when you meet Mr. Right. Then you can count your blessings.” She took a long pull on her cola. “But don’t forget to count the little digits in his balance book.”

      Diane looked wistfully out over the lake past the eucalyptus trees. A large cumulus cloud threw some rolling hills in a dark shadow. She drew in a sharp breath, exhaled slowly. “Bibi, I just hope you’re right. I’m damaged goods, like a dented can at the supermarket. I just need a guy who sees the value of the contents and overlooks the packaging. If he has something to offer in the deal, well, good on me. But I’m not ready to kick up my heels just yet. Pardon the irony.”

      Bibi slapped at a fly on her cheek then took another burger from the assembly line. “All depends on what this Chad has to offer. What’s he bringing to the table?”

      “Chet. His name is Chet. He’s got a sense of humor, and he’s a real brainy guy. Loves art, too. But what he told me almost seemed impossible. I still can’t believe it.”

      Bibi spoke around a bite. “Yeah, that he’s lost royalty or something…like he’s the Duke of Windsor and he told you to keep it to yourself.” She laughed, the crumbs falling from her heaving breasts.

      “No, it wasn’t anything like that, Bibi.” She leveled her eyes at the large woman. “He said, well, he said that he could make me walk again. Even run if I wanted to!”

      Bibi blew a geyser of cola from her mouth, spraying her lap. “That no good honky bitch!”
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      She couldn’t quite tell where his hands were unless they were north of the small of her back. He sure was spending a lot of time down there. He really shoved because the hardboard support above her mattress was abrading her bottom or her rib cage.

      “Are you kneading my butt again, Ollie?” asked Diane. “Because you’re spending a lot of time down there. I’m having serious doubts about your gayness. You wouldn’t be having any straight thoughts lately, would you?” She giggled.

      “Nope. Not going over to the dark side anytime soon.”

      He gave her a few butt smacks—his cue that he was finished. She felt the towel buffing down the length of her back, removing the excess oil.

      “Got to keep the junk off the trunk,” said Ollie. “Prepare to capsize.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      He rolled her over onto her back. Ollie swiped the towel from her breasts to her toes, threw it in a hamper, then stood back to admire the results of his massage. “Mighty fine work if I do say so. You’ve still got great muscle definition, and you’re all blushed up nice and pink for your date. Too bad he won’t see it. Unless you get lucky.” He gave her an exaggerated wink.

      “He’s not going to get lucky. It’s not that kind of a date.”

      “I just don’t see the sense in getting all pimped out if it isn’t going to be appreciated. It’s like hanging a masterpiece in a gallery and putting a dust cover over it. You have to let that baby hang out there for all eyes to ogle.”

      “I’m not looking to hang things out. I’m not interested in getting gigged.”

      Ollie put his hands on his hips. His eyes turned to slits. “Now where did you pick up a word like that? Isn’t that something southerners do to frogs?”

      “Never mind. It’s not important.”

      “I’ll have to use that sometime.” Ollie scratched his jaw. “Sidle up to some big bear and ask him if he wants to get the gig on.” He put his hand over his mouth to stifle a laugh.

      Diane chuckled. Ollie had been her live-in massage therapist and physical trainer for the past six years. He weighed all of 135 pounds, most of it knuckles and forearms. Upon their first meeting, she wondered about his health since he unashamedly confessed to being gay. He was ‘clean’ he told her, just underweight and unappreciated. She gave him one of the downstairs bedrooms, where he could play his classical music at full volume and entertain friends whenever the need arose. Sometimes his gerbils would stink up the lower half of the house, prompting them to open all the windows to flush the odor out. But he always kept her in stitches with some delightful barb, usually directed at Bibi. That alone earned his keep.

      Diane pushed herself up against the headboard. “Where’s Bibi?”

      “She’s downstairs running the lint brush over your gown. I take that back. The house is shimmying. That means she’s on her way up the ramp.”

      “Don’t let her hear you.”

      “What’s she gonna do? Give me another black eye?”

      Bibi brushed through the doorway, holding a black satin evening gown high enough off the floor so it didn’t trail. She hooked it onto the fringe of the canopy bed frame and then went to Diane’s chest of drawers. She laid out undergarments: slip, panties and hose. “You checking out Di again?” she asked Ollie over her shoulder. “You should take your ass down to your room and run the air filter machine. Those rats are starting to stink up the place something awful. You’ll have our guest pinching his nose in disgust.”

      “They’re gerbils,” said Ollie. “And I was just finished with the treatment. So, if she won’t need me anymore….”

      “Thanks, Ollie,” said Diane. “It was wonderful, as usual.”

      Ollie walked to the door and then turned around. “I hope you knock him dead, princess. Don’t let him get away with anything and make sure he picks up the tab. You tell him that if he doesn’t bring you home at a decent hour hell will come knocking.” He curtsied to Bibi. “As for you, you pallet load of preponderancy you go off and get gigged.”

      Bibi blew out a sigh. “Git, you little hedonist. We’ve got work to do.” She carried the clothes to the bed and laid them out. She held up a pair of panties. “How about we do the Brazilian Tango tonight? No? Okay, the thong.”

      “Briefs are fine, Bibi. I’ll wear a bra, too. No advertising tonight.”

      “All right, then. The boy panties and boulder holders it is, but I think you’re missing out.” She worked Diane’s legs into the panties, pulled them up and then inched a slip up to her hips. A lace brassiere followed.

      “I don’t even know if I trust this dude,” said Bibi. “I mean, he’s coming off telling you he’s going to make you walk, or maybe even run a marathon. I still think I should go with you. You said he had a chopped-off hand. Maybe he put that hand some place where it didn’t belong. This man gives me the creeps, if you don’t mind my saying so. You just tell him you always have a chaperone to come along because⁠—”

      “It’s going to be okay, Bibi. Really. I just have a feeling he’s not the dangerous type, aside from his fashion sense. There’s something about him, and I can’t explain it. I think he’s too tied up with his own thoughts to be an evil planner. He’s also kind of clumsy, in a masculine sort of way. Harmless, but not defenseless.”

      Bibi wiggled Diane into the gown and fastened it. Once she hefted her onto the wheelchair, Diane rolled to her vanity mirror. She began applying her makeup. Bibi fastened small diamond studs to Diane’s ears and then used a brush to tease her hair.

      Diane looked at her watch. She was running a tad late, owed to Ollie’s extended massage. She quickened her pace, finishing the makeup, adding a shot of perfume to her cleavage and neck. Bibi draped a light, white summer sweater over her shoulders and then stepped back.

      “Hooray! That’s mighty fine, Ms. Nine. I think you’re set to bust a move.”

      The front doorbell chimed from the upstairs speaker.

      Bibi slapped her forehead then strode out of the room. “Dude’s early!”

      Bibi’s frenzied steps thundered down the ramp. Diane motored out of the bedroom and down the spiral ramp, circumnavigating the sunken living room, then pulled into the entrance foyer just as Bibi swung open the door.

      Chet Strauss stood on the porch stoop as stiff as a chess piece, holding a bouquet of white roses. He wore a dark blue, three-piece suit, brown oxfords and a black bow tie. He looked pensive, thought Diane. Or totally frightened out of his mind. The image of Bibi standing in front of him with her hands on her hips did not help matters. She nudged Bibi gently from behind. The large woman took the bouquet and headed for the kitchen in search of a vase, mumbling under her breath.

      “Would you like to come in for a minute?” asked Diane.

      “We might not have time if you’ve made reservations.”

      She could tell he was poised to go. “I haven’t yet, but we can get into the wind.” She rolled through the doorway just as Bibi reappeared at the door.

      “Now no funny business,” said Bibi and introduced herself as Diane's personal assistant. “That happens to be one prime time lady, and I don’t stand for anything under the table. I wouldn’t push things past the midnight hour because she needs her beauty sleep. You hear all that?”

      “I did, baby, I did.” He gave her a curt bow.

      “It’s Bibi.” She slammed the door.

      Chet escorted Diane around to the rear of his utility van, which sat parked on her frontage driveway. He pushed a button on the side panel. A lift gate lowered from the rear, exhausting a pneumatic hiss. He tried to assist her in, but she propelled herself easily onto the ramp and inside.

      “You’ll have to forgive Bibi,” said Diane. “She’s very protective.”

      “Already forgiven.” He raised the platform.

      Chet entered through the side door and began tie-strapping the chair mid-center to the floorboard eye hooks. Once in his seat, he fired up the engine and they drove off.

      “Noel’s Seafood is my favorite restaurant,” she said. “It’s on Pacific Coast Highway. They have chair access there—any of the tables will accommodate me.”

      “Ah, I know it well. That’s a great choice. Spitting distance, too. You look very lovely tonight.”

      “Thanks for that. I need a small army to get prepped, so I can’t take all the credit.”

      Chet drove past the guard station and made a squealing right turn onto the highway. He punched the accelerator hard while whipping his head from side to side, checking both rear view and side mirrors. He merged instantly into the fast lane, increasing the speed. Yanking the wheel hard, he passed a car on the right that was doing the speed limit and then he swerved back into the fast lane. Diane braced against the dizzying maneuvers, wondering why he felt the need to rush. He swerved again, nearly missing a slower vehicle.

      “The speed limit is forty-five here,” Diane warned. “We don’t have a reservation. It’s first come, first served. You can relax.”

      He did not relax but kept his head pivoting. His suit jacket rode up his back as he fought with the wheel. For a moment, Diane thought she could see a small stream of sweat on the side of his temple. She had no idea what had aroused him to peel down the highway at such breakneck speeds, but she could only hold on and remain quiet.  Distracting him, pulling his attention away from the forward view, might cause an accident.

      After five minutes, the van lurched again then side-skidded into the restaurant parking lot, nearly taking out a decorative planter. Chet butted the van up against a parking stop and shut the engine off. “Well, we’re here,” he said.

      “I can see that,” she gushed. “We couldn’t have gotten here any faster if we’d taken the concord. Do you always drive like that?”

      He exited the vehicle and dropped the lifting ramp before answering, “Well, I don’t like to dally. I can’t abide transits unless they’re swift.” He unfastened her tie straps and helped to guide her onto the ramp. Once on the ground, she gave him a few stern words about his driving skills.

      “I suppose you’re right,” he said, keeping pace next to her on the way to the entrance. “Maybe I owe you an explanation.”

      They entered the restaurant, a rustic, wood-paneled abode with a low ceiling. Large fishing nets filled with dried starfish, conch shells and sea urchins, hung from the rafters. Sharks’ jaws adorned the walls, and within each mouth a photo-bio of an historic sea captain was displayed. The tables were adorned with decorative candles fashioned in the shape of small lighthouses.

      A male host, with menus in hand, met them on the fringe of the dining room. He bowed curtly when he recognized Diane.

      “So wonderful of you to join us this evening, Ms. Nine! We do have an open table for you. If you would follow me?”

      They were led down a carpeted thoroughfare to a private booth at the back of the restaurant. Diane pulled to the outside of the table and nudged against it. Chet refrained from sliding into his seat and, instead, pulled her wheelchair back and lifted her into the booth seat opposite him. He then took a seat directly across from her. It had happened so fast, she had no time to protest.

      “Sorry, I prefer the head-on view. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “It’s actually a better perspective,” she said, once again surprised. This man did not ask. He took charge and did whatever he damn well felt like doing.

      They both ordered fillet of sole, with baked potato and coleslaw. An opening salvo of bread sticks and clam chowder arrived a moment later. Diane dipped her bread stick, trying to relax, but her eyes did not leave Chet Strauss. He was either wonderfully bold and confident, or a few cherry slices away from a full fruitcake. She couldn’t decide which. She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake.

      A small girl made her way down the aisle, her face flushed rosy pink. When she reached the table, she looked shyly at Diane then produced a napkin and a writing pen. The child stammered at first but finally got it out.

      “I wish Endura would write her name for me so I can remember her for always,” said the girl.

      Diane looked down the aisle. She saw a mother with an apologetic look on her face standing next to a booth.

      Diane took the napkin. “Oh, you bet. Endura is glad you came to see her.” She made a small freehand sketch of the cartoon figure on the napkin. “What’s your name, dear?”

      “I’m Stacy.”

      Diane finished the autograph with a dramatic swirl and handed it back. “Now Endura will always be with you.”

      “She sure will!” The girl skipped down the aisle, waving the napkin at her mother.

      Diane noticed her dinner guest had taken it all in. No revulsion to children.

      “So where do you park your engineering self, Chet?”

      “I live off Talbert Avenue. I have some property in the abandoned oil fields up on the hill. Granddad got in on the early Orange County land rush when he bought several encyclopedia lots in 1920. As you probably know, investors were reluctant to build up there in the gullies until oil was discovered. Granddad built a warehouse and small bungalow on the property. He used the warehouse for a tractor repair business. My dad inherited the property and business, until it languished and fell into disrepair. When dad passed, I was bequeathed the property and structures.”

      “Sounds like quite a project.”

      “Took me awhile to renovate the place for my needs when I fashioned the main building into a workshop. I also moved into the shack to save on rent. So, I guess you could say that I am the little hermit who lives up on the hill. The only access is a dirt road. I have an open view of the coastline, even the pier. I’ve got jackrabbits and sidewinders for neighbors.”

      “Sounds reclusive.” She hadn’t noticed it before, but his good hand was a roadmap of nicks, scratches, chips and cuts. Most of the wounds were old, but a few were recent. Definitely the hands of a mechanic or technician.

      “I don’t move around much and prefer it that way,” he went on. “My residence is one-point-seven miles from the library, four miles from the pier and nine miles from my old high school, Marina. I live and work within that sphere. It’s my little bubble.”

      She waggled a bread stick at him. “It’s a good thing I live in your bubble. Sounds like everything else is foreign territory to you. Have you been driving long? Hate to harp on it again, but you have a peculiar way of getting from one place to another.”

      He gave her a sheepish smile. “I’ve been driving for 30 years.  I’m not as reckless as you might think. It’s only in the past couple of years that I’ve resorted to moving around quickly, watching my back. I can assure you there’s a reason for it. I’m sorry if I frightened you.”

      “I just wondered if you had a glove box full of speeding tickets.”

      “I’ve had my fair share,” he said, as he sipped some chowder, dabbed his mouth. “I don’t know whether it’s a blessing or a curse. Most of my projects have involved high security, ‘eyes only’ access. A lot of it has been government research projects—top-secret, level. I still have a valid clearance for one military department that’s associated with the project I’m involved with. But my association with such work has become known to questionable outside factions.”

      It took him a long way around the mountain to say that he thought he was being followed, thought Diane.

      “I guess that stigma goes with the territory,” she said. “Did you ever think that your paranoia might be unfounded? I don’t mean to insult or pry, but many scientists and politicians throughout history were delusional or disconnected from reality. You know, the monsters under the bed— things that go bump in the night feelings.”

      “It’s not a question of an overactive imagination. I know I’m being followed—watched. I do know that it’s not my own government. The department put some men on my case to check it out. But the mystery spies cooled off and never showed themselves. The minute my spotters were pulled from surveillance, the ghosts showed up again.”

      “This has something to do with your current project?”

      “The past two years of it. The stalking has increased in the last three months.”

      “Do you think they know where you live?”

      “No question of it. They’ve never followed me onto the property, having always turned off before I hit the ‘dirty, dirt’ road, as I like to call it. I’ve been picked up on the way out, though. It’s always a different vehicle. I’ve seen Hispanics, Caucasians, Asians and African-Americans at different times, different places.”

      “I’m surprised they haven’t stormed your property and robbed you.”

      “It's too heavily fortified. Motion detectors, screech alarms and lasers are just a few of the traps. I’m hardwired to two security outfits, so any unauthorized breach is transmitted to law enforcement.”

      When the food arrived, Diane nibbled, preoccupied with what she was hearing. Swallowing all of this espionage drama, she wondered if she would have room for dinner.

      “Do you think they’re actually looking to harm you, or trying to prevent you from completing your work?”

      He diced up his fish steak and drenched it with lemon juice. “I think it might be more serious than that. A kidnapping would solve a lot of their problems. Getting a few prototype blueprints from me would be a boon.”

      “You think this combat skeleton is what they’re after? Why would they want it?”

      “Military combat exoskeleton. It’s really a miracle of technological evolution—a foot soldier’s dream. It’s a form-fitting, adjustable titanium alloy chassis connected to a power source that feeds telepresence sensors, which in turn motivate the servomotors. Simply put, it’s a covering of synthetic tendons and muscles. Only it possesses much greater torque and load pressure. It gives the wearer some superhuman qualities. It has snap-on, carbon-carbon pads, which cover the vital organ groups—a bulletproof armor. The tactical helmet is projectile resistant and equipped with infrared, night vision, telescopic and laser range-finding com links and interior systems and data array.”

      She took her first bite, chewing quickly. There was a lot to take in. “You’re describing something like a robotic suit that’s impervious to damage. Sounds like my Colonel Chaos character in the Aurora Series.”

      “Not nearly as clumsy. Extremely lightweight and non-intrusive. Minus the helmet and armor padding, you could wear it under a double-X jogging suit without detection. Dry-weight is forty-eight pounds, including the power pack. The implications are staggering; particularly to a military complex that supports a large infantry.”

      “Hmm…how is that significant?”

      “The advantages would be optimal in guerrilla and urban warfare. Imagine an infantry wearing such super suits. They would expend less energy, carry more ammo and supplies and be resistant to anything up to heavy machine gun fire. Hand to hand combat with such a soldier would be one-sided—over in seconds.”

      “I see what you mean.”

      They ate and chatted for the next twenty minutes. Chet Strauss had just confessed that he believed he was a serious target of some foreign regime bent on hijacking him for military secrets. She saw this as a lousy forecast as far as a future relationship was concerned. If it were true, how could one adjust to such a cloak and dagger existence? She knew that
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