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One



The Stolen Sky

 

 

Lying on his back, deep in the tall grass on the edge of the field, Blair Larson stared up at the sky. He was watching the falcon soaring above him so intently that he didn’t notice the approaching footsteps until a pair of boots nearly touched the top of his head.

“You OK?”

He sat up and found himself facing an old Native American man with dark skin dried and wrinkled by many years of sun and dust, and long gray hair cascading around his shoulders. He would never have guessed the old man was a falconer if not for the kestrel standing unhooded on his glove. The Indian clutched a can of beer in the other hand, as if to balance the bird’s weight.

“I almost stepped on you,” the man said before taking a swallow from the beer. He looked Blair over for a moment. “Where’s your bird?”

“Oh, I’m not a falconer,” Blair said, clambering to his feet and extending his hand. “I’m a vet. Blair Larson.”

The man made no attempt to empty a hand for shaking. “You’re that bird doctor.”

Blair smiled. “Yeah, that’s me.”

The old man stared at Blair for what seemed like a long time, then nodded as if he had arrived at some conclusion. “I’m Joseph Littledeer. You want a beer?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned and walked away. Intrigued, Blair trotted behind.

Without saying another word, Joseph led him to a battered, ancient pickup truck parked apart from most of the other cars on the edge of the field where the falconry meet was being held. When he got there, Joseph tossed his empty can into a pile of others in the bed of the truck, then reached into an equally crusty old cooler, pulled out a can, and tossed it to Blair. Through it all, the falcon sitting on his glove remained perfectly calm. Normally, a falconer would hood their bird, as falcons are notoriously skittish among unexpected noises and unfamiliar movements. Joseph’s falcon, however, just watched with disinterest as its master opened another beer for himself and walked away.

Blair followed along as Joseph made his way over to a small hillside overlooking the hunting field. Joseph sat down in the tall grass, and Blair did likewise. They sat in silence, watching the current competitor fly. Blair quickly forgot about his strange companion as he became absorbed in the hunt. He didn’t watch the gloved man flushing the prey. Instead, he gazed at the beautiful Peregrine circling the field and waiting. In moments, a pheasant lunged out of its hiding place, and the falcon fell out of the sky like a stone. It snatched its prey aloft, breaking its spine in one savage, poetic arc. Blair suddenly realized that his heartbeat was racing and his breathing had become rapid.

And that the old man was watching him. “You were flying,” he said.

Blair laughed, a bit embarrassed. “Yeah, I guess I was.”

Joseph nodded, and returned his gaze to the competition. A woman launched her Harris hawk, then began tramping around in the brush, trying to flush out a jackrabbit. Without looking away, he said “I think the falcon is your totem animal.”

Blair raised an eyebrow. “My what?”

“Everyone has an animal they resonate with. It acts out their inner nature. Its spirit lives within them.”

“Oh,” said Blair. “Like when you say someone is a dog person or a cat person?”

“Yeah. Except those would be pretty boring people. There are wolf people, and trout people, those who laugh with the spirit of the otter, and those who are treacherous like the blue jay.” He tipped back the last of his beer. “Yours is definitely the falcon.”

“I guess that makes sense.” Blair shrugged. “I’ve always loved birds. Their elegance, their cruelty. There’s nothing more amazing than a raptor in flight. I mean, that’s exactly why I became an avian specialist in the first place.

Joseph nodded knowingly. “Maybe you can help Dolores.”

“Dolores?”

“Yeah.” He gestured with his gloved hand. “She’s lost the will to fly.”

Blair looked at the kestrel. Aside from being unnaturally calm, there didn’t appear to be anything unusual about it. “She can’t fly?”

“I think she can fly, but she won’t.” He raised and dropped his arm suddenly, holding tightly to the jesses securing the bird’s legs. She flapped her wings violently, then settled back into her stoic stance.

“Well, her wing motion looks normal enough, but there’s no way I could tell you anything out here. Why don’t you bring her into the clinic and I’ll give her a proper exam?”

“Hmmm.” Joseph looked at his falcon. “I don’t have much money.”

“That’s okay. I won’t charge you for the exam, and I’m sure we can make arrangements about any treatment she might need.” Blair took out a business card, then reached over and slipped it into Joseph’s shirt pocket. The gesture seemed more intimate than it should have.

* * *

Susan Coe had just entered the clinic, draping her purse and jacket over the back of her chair when her phone rang. Glancing at the caller ID, she sat her cup of coffee on her desk and answered. “Hey, Blair.”

“Hey Susan. Could you come to my office when you get a second?”

She was about to answer “sure thing” when she realized he’d hung up on her. Despite being a licenced veterinary surgeon and a full partner at the clinic, Blair always treated her like a glorified vet tech, which was infuriating.

Blair was busy typing when she rapped on his doorframe. He glanced up for a moment, then returned his eyes to the monitor. “Got a research assignment for you today.” His fingers continued tapping on the keyboard. “What’s our schedule look like?”

“We’ve got the papillectomy on Mrs. Dupree’s cockatoo at eleven, the condor with aspergillosis at two, and don’t forget that owl from San Diego that swallowed a key.”

Dr. Larson’s fingers halted as he weighed his options. “Okay, I need you for the condor, but I can handle the cockatoo alone. Until then I need you to find anything you can related to the work of Dr. Perry L. Greenberg. Journal articles, press clippings, anything. And I’ll need his office number. I’m going to want to talk to him.”

Susan raised her eyebrows. “Care to at least tell me what kind of doctor he is?”

“Neurosurgeon. Saw him on TV last night. He’s doing some amazing things with direct interface between a human nervous system and a computer. He can pull sensory data from one person’s brain and send it to someone else’s brain. It’s called ‘ghosting.’”

“Ghosting?”

“Yeah, everything the first person sees, hears, smells or feels is sent to the second person, and they experience it just as if it were happening to them. They’ve mostly been using it for law enforcement. The Supreme Court just heard a case where an informant was being ghosted in a narcotics sting. The informant was killed, but they ruled that the cop who was ghosting him could testify as if he had been present when it happened, even though he was physically several blocks away in a hotel room.”

“Neat.” Susan sipped at her coffee. “So what’s that got to do with us?”

Blair’s eyes flitted momentarily towards the window. “I’m not sure yet. He’s breaking all kinds of ground in neural microsurgery. I have a feeling his techniques might be useful.”

She shrugged. “OK, I’m on it.” And since he seemed to be completely lost in his work again, Susan drifted back to her office. “Great,” she muttered. “I’m back to being a research assistant.”

* * *

Terry Weinman fumbled her keys to the clinic’s front door, and was shocked to find it unlocked. She was normally the first person there, and was responsible for turning on all the lights and starting the first pot of coffee. This morning, all the lights were already on, and the acrid reek of a coffee pot boiled dry filled the room. She dashed to the kitchen and slapped the coffee maker’s power switch off, muttering with disgust at the bubbled black carbon on the bottom of the glass carafe.

And then she heard the screaming.

At first, she thought it was a woman, or maybe a child. And it was coming from the surgery room.

Her heart pounding, she dashed through the doors, staring for several seconds until she could comprehend the scene before her. Dr. Larson was operating the controls of the microsurgical robot, his face buried in the hooded eyepieces. A seagull was strapped to the operating table, wings spread and immobilized, its spine opened like a book, exposing the vertebrae. The robot’s probes were imbedded into the tangled skein of nerves at the base of the neck, quivering slightly. The gull struggled against the clamps pinning it to the table and screeched horribly.

“Dr. Larson?”

Blair looked up from the instruments. “Terry? What are you doing here?”

“Uh, I heard the screaming…” She couldn’t tear her eyes from the bird’s exposed spine.

“Is it morning already?” He glanced at his watch.

“Uh, yeah. Dr. Larson? Shouldn’t that bird be, uh, knocked out?”

Blair blinked against the dim light of the room. “Can’t. I’m charting the signal output in individual nerve strands. If it was unconscious, there wouldn’t be any signal. I’ve pretty much got the whole visual cortex mapped out….” Then he finally noticed her horrified expression. “Oh! Don’t worry! It’s under a local, it’s not feeling any pain.”

“Then why is it screaming like that?”

“It’s just irritated about being held down. Gulls are noisy birds anyway. I wish I’d thought to bring in some ear plugs.”

He rubbed his eyes, and Terry thought he looked rather haggard.

“You been here all night?”

“Yeah, I guess so. Could you bring me a cup of coffee?”

Reminded of the crusted mess left in the carafe, she was finally able to look away from the flayed seagull. She opened her mouth to protest, but Dr. Larson had already buried his face back into the machine.

* * *

Blair laid on his sofa, fidgeting. His doctor’s post surgery instructions were clear; stay home, take it easy, keep the lights down low, no reading or television, no loud music, lay down as much as possible. He’d lasted exactly two days before he started breaking the rules.

At first, he limited his reading to no more than ten minutes a day, after that he’d develop a throbbing headache that no amount of vicodin could defeat. He could barely make out the letters on the page, wandering through a field of soft word-shaped blobs hunting for meaning. He became accustomed to the pain, squinted until he could read, and was soon spending most of the day doing more research.

By the fourth day he was pacing. He peeled off the bandages on the back of his head, following the stubble where he’d been shaved to the cold metal of the implant. His scalp felt raw and battered, but he ignored the pain, gently tracing a circle around the jack.

He’d been warned by Dr. Greenberg not to try out the interface for another two months and even then only after an extensive battery of tests, but was becoming increasingly apparent — at least to Blair — that that was completely unacceptable. He had to know.

Driving was also off limits, but Blair could wait no longer. He gently lowered himself into the driver’s seat, pulled the door closed after him while being careful not to turn his head. He felt dizzy, so he rested a moment to let it pass before starting the car. He backed slowly out of his driveway, pausing as a passing car honked at him, then sped off down the road towards the clinic.

He began having doubts about the wisdom of driving very quickly. Every turn set his inner ears whirling, and his vision was doubling badly. His depth perception was off, and he narrowly missed being t-boned by a truck he thought was farther away than it really was. By the time he pulled into the parking lot, he was exhausted and his shirt was damp with sweat. He sat panting for several moments before slowly easing out of the car and shuffling into the building.

“Dr. Larson!” Terry shouted, surprised as he entered the clinic. Her shrill voice stabbed at his ears. “I thought you weren’t coming back for another month.”

He forced a smile. “Oh, I’m not back. I just have to pick up some things I need at home.” He hurried past her, eager to avoid further conversation.

He went straight to the cage where his last experimental patient was perched. It had survived the procedure, and was recovering very strongly. It was clearly unhappy with the bandages around its neck and the small box harnessed on its back between its wings, fidgeting and rocking back and forth on its perch while looking around with bright, alert eyes.

He chuckled, rubbing his bandages softly. “Believe me, big guy, I know just how you feel.” With growing excitement, Blair put on gloves and reached into the cage. The gull managed a ginger peck on the glove, but it must have hurt, as it didn’t try it again. Blair gently switched on the transmitter and returned the bird to its cage.

The receiving unit was about the size of a pack of cigarettes, and Blair stuck it in his smock pocket, unreeling the cord. He carefully inserted the microplug into the socket on the back of his neck, expecting it to hurt, but surprised that it didn’t. He kept his fingers on it, ready to yank it out again if necessary. With a little trepidation, he touched the power button on the receiver.

Suddenly, he was across the room, looking out from between bars. His head darted around quickly, seeing everything in crystalline focus. The muscles in his neck stabbed with pain each time he moved his head. Blair wondered for a split second if there was some kind of feedback in the muscular signal, and with a rush of glee realized that it was just residual pain from the bird’s surgery. He was ghosting the gull, seeing out of its eyes as though they were his own!

With ears more sensitive than he had ever thought possible, he heard someone laugh, a loud, crude sound. With instincts he could not ignore, he whipped around to see the source of the sound, and was a little surprised to find a man staring at him, one hand covering his mouth as if to hide the child-like smile. That’s me, Blair thought. Startled to see himself, he opened his eyes…

The gull was in his line of sight, staring directly at him. He saw himself through the bird’s eyes, and the bird through his own, and the bird was seeing him and itself through his eyes, and he was looking at the bird who was looking at him who was looking at the bird who was looking at him who was looking…

He yanked the cord out of the socket in his neck, reeling at the sudden plunge back into his own throbbing head. The gull screeched and beat its wings in protest at the intrusion.

* * *

Blair leaped out of the truck and immediately put on his gloves. Michael Cowell, the clinic’s anesthesiologist, came around the other side and began opening the back of the truck.

“Dr. Larson, are you sure this is a good idea?”

Blair smiled. “You’d rather be at work than on the beach?”

Michael ignored the joke. “What if something goes wrong? We’re at least an hour from the nearest hospital.”

“Relax, Michael. Nothing’ll go wrong.” He opened the cage and carefully lifted the struggling seagull out with both hands. The gleaming plugs nestled under the bird’s downy feathers had healed as perfectly as his had. He switched on the bird’s transmitter.

“You have the mask?”

Michael pulled a fur lined sleep mask out of his jacket.

“Put it on me, then switch on my receiver.”

Michael hesitated. “You do know you won’t be getting this bird back, right?”

“Yes, Michael.”

“OK.” He slipped the mask over Blair’s eyes. “Kinky,” he muttered as he pressed the button on the black box clipped to Blair’s belt.

The seagull blinked against the brilliant sunlight, and the realization that it was outdoors at the ocean surged through it. With a slight chuckle, Blair focused enough to hurl the bird upward.

With a beating of mighty wings, the gull soared aloft, gaining altitude with every flap. Blair was dimly aware that somewhere below he reeled and fell, his assistant catching him and easing him to the ground. None of that mattered. He was flying.

It was harder work than he’d expected. Muscles that Blair knew so well from the outside were now working together as they were meant to. Parts of the brain that were used for no other purpose took stock of the wind conditions, and worked to harness them.

The gull spiraled in an updraft, with barely a glance down to the tiny specks on the beach that had been its captors only moments ago.

Blair thrilled at his vantage point, the beach a golden ribbon of sand stretching out to the horizon in opposite directions, dividing the land from the infinite sapphire ocean. The gull flexed its wings slightly, reaching for enough lift to climb above an approaching flock of pelicans flying in a ragged wedge formation. Hundreds of feet up, the gull found a crosswind and eased into it, effortlessly surfing the eddies and currents of this invisible river in the sky. It carried him swiftly out to sea, where it spied the jewel-like colors of a coral reef just below the water’s surface. The gull stretched and dropped out of the slipstream, heading toward the reef, where it knew it would find food…

Blair’s mind plunged into darkness as the images and sensations broke up. The gull had flown beyond the range of the transmitter, leaving Blair once again alone in his body. The feeling of being stranded on the ground, like a bit of driftwood washed up on the shore overwhelmed him. He whipped off the mask, blinking in the harsh sunlight. He stared in the direction the bird had gone, trying to find a speck against the blue horizon, but his eyes suddenly seemed woefully inadequate.

“You okay, Dr. Larson?”

Blair gave up searching for the gull and squinted at Michael. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Then how come you’re crying?”

He reached up and touched his face, which was wet, and smiled. “Because that was the most incredible experience I’ve ever had in my life.”

“It worked then?”

He barked a laugh. “Oh yeah, I think you could say it worked. The only down side was that I was just a passenger. I had no way of getting the gull to go where I wanted it to, or even to look in any specific direction.” His mind was already back at the clinic, pouring over modifications to his system.

* * *

“Mr. Littledeer?” Blair cradled the phone to his ear, glad to be alone in his office. He felt as nervous as a school boy getting up the nerve to talk to his crush.

“Hi Doc. What’s up? You need to see Dolores again?”

Blair fidgeted in his chair. “No, no, nothing like that. I… I’d like your help with something.”

“My help? What can I do for you?”

“I’d like to take up falconry.”

Much to Blair’s surprise, the old man laughed. “No you wouldn’t. Trust me.”

“No, really, I would.”

“You willing to give up your life for it? ’Cause that’s what it takes.”

“What do you mean?”

The old man sighed. “I know you handle birds all the time, so you know how dangerous they can be. Well that never goes away. You can’t tame a falcon, ever. A falcon isn’t a pet, it becomes your master. It doesn’t matter if you’re tired, or sick, or if the weather is miserable. You have to attend to it night and day with a devotion most reserve for their spouses. You married Dr. Larson?”

Blair chuckled. “Never found a woman who could stand to live with me.”

“That’s good. Most falconers’ marriages don’t last long.” He didn’t sound like he was joking. “You ready to give up your yard? You’re gonna have to build mews to keep the bird in, and get them inspected.”

“I’ve converted my garage to mews and they’ve already been approved by Fish and Game.”

That stopped him for a moment. “Oh, you really are serious.”

“More than I can tell you,” Blair said solemnly. “I know all about the licensing process, and I’m ready to take the test. The only thing I need now is a sponsor.” He took a deep breath. “Mr. Littledeer, would you take me on as your apprentice?” There, he’d said it. Blair squirmed as the silence on the line seemed to stretch out for hours.

“Okay,” came the reply at long last. “I guess if anyone can take care of a bird, it’s you. And I owe you for letting Dolores fly again.”

Blair hadn’t been aware that he’d been holding his breath until he finally released it. “Thank you, Joseph. Can I come by tomorrow with the papers?”

* * *

As an apprentice, the only birds Blair could legally start with were a kestrel or a red tail hawk. Despite Joseph’s adamant recommendation that he start with the easier to train kestrel, Blair chose the faster, shorter winged hawk. He bought an immature tiercel red tail, which he named Mariah.

Not wishing to interfere with the bird’s development, Blair decided not to implant the interface until it was fully grown, which meant waiting nearly a year. He spent that year taking Mariah out to hunt the old-fashioned way, often accompanied by Joseph Littledeer and Dolores. He enjoyed learning the ancient sport, but always found something deeply unsatisfying in standing around waiting as his bird flew, like watching somebody else eat cake.

When Mariah was finally mature enough for the operation, Blair fitted the hawk with his latest interface design, then resigned himself to waiting until the plugs had fully healed. It was hard being patient. He remembered what it had been like as a kid, counting down the seconds until Christmas morning. But this time he wasn’t working with a common seagull. Hawks were protected, and if something went wrong, the resulting brouhaha would no doubt attract the attention of the animal rights people.

Finally, the waiting was over. In the safety of his home office, he turned on the caged bird’s transceiver, masked himself, then activated his own. At first, Mariah barely noticed the arrival of his unseen companion. That all changed when Blair flipped the switch on his override.

Panic gripped the hawk as Blair seized active control of its body, forcing its consciousness into the background. Suddenly, Blair was the bird, not merely feeling what it felt, but wearing its skin as if it were his own. He looked around, finding his masked self perched on a stool nearby. Cautiously, Blair flexed a wing, extending it delicately, splaying the feathers on the tip. Motion caught his eye, and he realized that his human body was holding its arm out as well. He raised both wings, both arms raising identically. He dropped them and focused on raising the bird’s wings without moving his real body. It took a lot of focus and practice, but eventually he was able to control the bird while remaining fairly still, save small twitches of his fingers.

He thumbed the transceiver off and was flung out of the bird and back into his own body, feeling as though he had actually crossed the physical distance in between, but knowing it was just an illusion.

The room erupted with screeching. Blair ripped off his mask to find Mariah flailing her wings against her cage, shaking her head violently and crying in protest. Satisfied that she was back in control of her own body, the hawk began to settle down, pacing back and forth on her perch. Blair smiled. Eventually, the bird would get used to being possessed.

* * *

“Look, Mr. Gilbert,” Susan spat furiously into the phone. She rarely actually talked to the clients, but the man from the Department of the Interior had verbally battered Terry to the point of tears, and Susan had no choice but to intervene. “I am perfectly aware that the bald eagle is an endangered species. I also know that it’s the national symbol. Yes, I’m sure it is an emergency. None of this is going to make Dr. Larson magically appear just because you want him to. As Terry already tried to tell you, we will have Dr. Larson call you the moment he comes in.”

She desperately wished that it had been Mr. Gilbert who had tangled with some power lines in Alaska instead of an innocent national treasure. “We’ll keep paging Dr. Larson. We’ll keep leaving messages for him at home. When we finally reach him, we will tell him about your situation, and he will no doubt call you back promptly. When he does, I suggest that you find the restraint to be more civil than you’ve been with me, or you may just have to make do with the staff that you already have.”
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