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  Prologue




  Worn-out garments are shed by the body; worn-out bodies are shed by the dweller within the body. New bodies are donned by the dweller, like garments. - Bhagavad Gita 2:22




  




  




  The human body is the temporary home for something beyond the body itself. The soul is the everlasting entity within; the entity that leaves and returns to source in its continual quest for development. Physical death is merely a dropping of the body, a returning of the soul. The return is often followed by rest and reflection on the lifetime. Eventually some souls embark again to enter a new body for further experiences. The return to the physical is known as reincarnation.




  Though not a popular belief among Western societies, reincarnation has been accepted for thousands of years among vast groups. The belief ranges from Buddhists, Hindus, Orthodox Jews, Africans, Native Americans, Gnostic Christians to ancient Greeks and more. These people believe the soul is the essence while the body is just a home: a place from which to work, experience and grow.




  In rare cases a soul may decide to leave the body without it physically dying, to vacate it and allow that body to become the home for another soul. It is known as soul transference, where one soul leaves the body as a gift for another. This is a story of one such event.




  





  





  




  




  Body of Jim's Life




  




  The wise fisherman cast his net into the sea. When he drew it up, it was full of little fish.




  Among them the wise fisherman saw a fine large fish. He easily chose that one and threw all the little fish back into the sea. Let those with good ears hear this lesson. - Gospel of Thomas Queensland, Australia 2150AD




  




  Iggy trudged one step at a time across the sandy terrain of the outback. James Ranck lay like a crumpled heap in his arms. The rover was far behind them in several pieces by the splintered gum tree. Iggy looked down. James didn't appear to be alive. No signs of breathing showed in his chest, and his broken limbs hung straight to the ground with no resistance, swinging loosely in tempo with Iggy's steps. The robotic unit was distressed by the look of it. His emotional programming would have created a mournful sound from his voice box if it were still working.




  The crash had damaged Iggy as well, including his transmitters. Wires protruded from an open shoulder joint. Dirt covered his metallic frame. He had lost some power too, and without his solar cells recharging he wondered how long he might hold out. What are the chances of getting home? Iggy thought. Iggy had carried a few children before, but they were much smaller than James, a fifteen-year-old who felt surprisingly heavy. He walked for hours in the afternoon sun. With each step Iggy debated internally if he could make it back. He also wondered what the reception would be if James was dead.




  Iggy resented the burden he carried. How did I ever get assigned to this boy? Iggy had been designed for professionals like architects, to be used in their creative processes. Instead, he got sold to a mechanic and then given to the man's son. He hated the nickname. For a thousand times, it is Ignatius! I've never asked for anything else, and still James can't even do that.




  




  Brison Ranck flipped the meat on the grill. He sprinkled salt from a shaker and pressed it into the sizzling slabs with the tips of his fingers. He adjusted the angle of the solar receiver to catch more light of the setting sun. Now that it was February and late summer, the Australian sunset came much earlier than the past few months.




  Flow chopped vegetables as she watched her husband through the kitchen window. She reached over the stove to stir the rice pudding, James' favorite desert. She sipped her glass of red wine then checked the clock. Six-thirty. Ten minutes after James was supposed to set the table.




  The knife took out some of her anger onto the carrots.




  Brison caught her eye and held up five broad fingers, indicating the time needed for the meat.




  Flow nodded and checked the clock again. James had his faults, but being late for supper wasn't one of them.




  Brison came in with the steaming steaks as their juices bled into a puddle about to run over the plate. He walked with great care not to spill on the carpet. Flow watched him in his balancing act, appreciating her gentle giant moving so delicately.




  "How we doin'?" Brison asked.




  "Two minutes, love." Flow stirred the pudding with a wooden spoon while she put the veggies in a small oven.




  "No response from Iggy?"




  "Not yet."




  




  Flow took another sip of wine and stared at the clock. She became lost in thought until the oven's timer sounded. She took the greens and carrots out and placed them on the table.




  "Anything else?" Brison asked as he lit candles on a table set for three.




  "No, nothing."




  Brison served himself the largest of the steaks, Flow the smallest and the middle one for the absent boy. He poured his wine and added some to Flow's glass. He checked the time and looked out the window. Twilight was taking over with no sign of their son's return.




  "What do you think, Bris?"




  "He'll be in," he assured her and sat down. "Something must've happened to the transmitters.




  Iggy's with him. Not to worry."




  Flow sat in compliance. Brison sawed into his steak and placed a large piece in his mouth.




  Flow sipped her wine then stabbed at a carrot. They ate in silence.




  Minutes later the evening sky had become fairly dark. Flow's steak had a few bites in it while Brison had nearly finished his meal. They heard their dog begin to bark outside.




  Brison jumped from his chair and went to the front door. Flow followed and stood by him on the threshold of the home, peering into the dim horizon.




  "See anything?" Flow asked.




  "No."




  The barking persisted.




  "Shep in his pen?"




  "Yeah."




  "What's that?" Flow pointed at an object that appeared to be moving toward them.




  Brison squinted but saw nothing. "Where?"




  "Right there," Flow insisted as she extended an arm out in front of his face.




  Brison found it. Sure enough, something slowly approached from a hundred meters away.




  They walked cautiously out into the yard.




  Brison demanded, "Who's there?" No answer. He squinted as he moved further out toward the entity. "Who is that?"




  The dark figure came closer. It made no sound except the shuffle of dust under its feet.




  "This is private property," Flow said. "Who's there?"




  The curious figure silently closed the gap between them. Brison's fists tightened instinctively.




  Flow held him at his shoulder.




  "Want me to get the laser?" she asked.




  Brison shook his head. He didn't know what it was but he wasn't afraid. Shep barked incessantly as Brison moved ever closer toward the dark figure.




  Eventually Brison realized he was looking at the family robot as it trudged awkwardly through the desert night. It's Iggy, he thought with relief.




  "Iggy," he called out. "Where've you been?"




  He strode to the robot with Flow just behind him. As they came closer they noticed Iggy was carrying something and looked like he had been through hell, with dust all over him and several wires hanging out. How odd everything seemed. It took a moment in the darkness for them to realize that the motionless lump in Iggy's arms was their son.




  Flow screamed, "Oh God!"




  




  




  The darkest hour is just before the dawn. - Anonymous proverb




  




  




  Nurses and robotic units bustled in and out of the Global Alliance hospital room. They connected the boy to a multitude of devices and medicines. Brison and Flow stood in the office of Dr. Sandra Maynard, the head of St. Teresa. They leaned against each other and somberly watched a holographic image of their son lying deathly still in bed. With the activity about James, his face was all they could clearly see. It was bruised and badly cut, more like a swollen blob of purples and reds than a human face. From inside the comfortable office they absorbed the grave reality of the situation. The buzzing sounds of machines, the sterile smells of antiseptic and the bright lights on the other side of the door were a stark contrast from where Iggy had returned their son. Flow wiped her reddened eyes while she mumbled to herself all the reasons why this shouldn't have happened. Brison squeezed her free hand.




  When Dr. Maynard came into the room the parents turned eagerly. She removed the thin hospital gown and gloves then tossed them in a receptacle.




  "Mr. and Mrs. Ranck, sit down, please."




  "Just tell us how he is," Brison said.




  Maynard lowered her eyes and motioned to the couch. "Please."




  They hesitated before obeying. Flow braced herself for the worst while Maynard pulled a chair over to face them.




  "He was gone when he got here, but we were able to get a pulse back."




  "He's alive?" Flow asked.




  "His body is alive. EEG shows preserved brain activity but no reactions to external stimuli."




  "In English," Brison said.




  "Your son is brain-dead."




  Brison couldn't believe it. "No. No, it can't be."




  "Unfortunately, there's not much we can do. I'm very, very sorry."




  Flow expressed panic in fragments. "No… oh no… this… this can't..."




  Brison shook his head, refusing to accept it. "There must be something that can be done."




  "Brain-death is typically irreversible. Especially after several hours. He's on life support, but that's the way he'll remain."




  "What are his chances?" Flow asked.




  "For recovery? Mrs. Ranck, there have been extremely rare cases, but I need you to realize…




  it's not likely."




  "He's a fighter," Brison said. "Do whatever you can."




  "We already are. Just be aware of what he's up against." She squeezed the couple's hands and stood to leave. "You may stay here and watch him as long as you like."




  Minutes later, Brison led Flow down the hospital corridor. She moved numbly. Her mind spun with the turn of events. Two hours before she was angry at her boy for being a bit late to dinner.




  Now she wondered if she would see him conscious again.




  




  The sky-car drifted down into the Ranck property. It hovered a meter over the ground and settled in front of the walk. Brison looked over to Flow and caught her staring at something.




  "Who's that?" Flow asked.




  Brison turned and noticed the Federation car parked just off the driveway to his left. "Dunno."




  




  The Rancks got out of their vehicle as the front doors of the Fed car opened. Two men in dark suits emerged. One of them held up an illuminated image displaying his credentials as a Federal detective.




  "Mr. Ranck?"




  "Yes?"




  "I'm Randall Hutchins. This is Burnum Jerara," the elder man said. Hutchins was old with pale complexion. The younger Jerara looked Aboriginal with very dark skin.




  "Something I can help you with?" Brison asked.




  "Do you have any idea why we're here?" Jerara said. His platinum eyes and teeth gleamed against his black skin, two indicators of cybernetic body parts that were still uncommon among the native Australians.




  "No, officer."




  "It's about your son," Hutchins said.




  Brison was confused. "We know he's had an accident. Is that why you're here?"




  Hutchins looked away momentarily. "We're aware of that. I am sorry, but no."




  




  Flow poured coffee into four mugs as the men sat around the kitchen table. Though it was too late for coffee, Flow didn't expect to get much sleep anyway.




  "Thank you," the officers said in unison.




  Randall Hutchins, a cyborg of half man and machine, accepted the mug with his artificial arm.




  His internal sensors indicated the Rancks were upset but not nervous, that they likely knew nothing of the event.




  "We're sorry to hear the news of your son," Hutchins said. "And yet, your family being Simplists, we have to conduct this interview. Do you know if James was with Abigail Walkins earlier today?"




  "She goes by Missy," Flow said. "Her middle name. I don't know where James was but it's possible. Her folks live down the road."




  "The Walkins are also Simplists," Jerara said. "Are your families close?"




  "Not really," Brison said. "They're a bit more devout."




  "A bit?" Flow reminded him.




  "About a hundred times more."




  "They're good people," Flow said. "Just extremely devout."




  "And the kids?" Hutchins asked. "James and Missy?"




  "Her parents don't like Missy in our home," Brison said.




  "Because you're liberal with technologies?"




  "Right. Sometimes the kids see each other outside."




  "How long have they been mates?" Jerara asked.




  "For years. 'Bout the same age."




  Hutchins gently raised the difficult subject. "Does it surprise you then, that Fed rescue responded to a life alert after Missy was raped and strangled?"




  "That couldn't have been our James," Brison insisted.




  "So her memory has already been checked of that?" Flow asked.




  "Yes."




  "And what did they find?"




  "Even if I had that information, I couldn't disclose it."




  "Officer," Flow said, trying to remain composed, "there's something Fed should know about Missy."




  "What is it?"




  "She's not entirely sane. She lives in a fantasy world."




  Brison summed it up. "She's nuts."




  "How so?"




  "She fabricates things… a twisted sense of reality," Flow said.




  "Twisted enough to alter her perception?" Jerara asked.




  "I believe so."




  "Anything's possible," Hutchins said. "That's why we're here asking you questions. We've talked with the Walkins. Missy's having forensic tests done, and your son is being evaluated by Fed investigators."




  "In the hospital?" Flow asked in disbelief.




  "There's no other way," Jerara said.




  Hutchins tried to calm her. "Please don't worry. Our investigators are familiar with the needs of patients. Happens all the time. In some ways, they're better suited for it than hospital staff."




  Brison ran his hands through his ruddy brown hair and lamented, "Christ, this is just what my son needs now."




  Flow needed him to be a rock. She said quietly, "If something happened, I can't believe it was rape."




  "Was anyone else with James at the time of the accident?" Jerara asked.




  "No," Brison stated. Flow shot him a look and pinched his leg under the table.




  "How did you find him?"




  "The rover's transmitter. I tracked it in the car."




  Flow sipped her coffee and wondered, What the hell is he doing? Hutchins' emotional sensors detected deception for the first time.




  




  




  If Allah brings you to it, Allah will bring you through it. - Qur'an Missy lay in bed at a Federal hospital room about ten kilometers from St. Teresa Memorial.




  Her glazed eyes fixated on the ceiling as she held Mr. Dangles: a large, purple, stuffed monkey her mum had sent in for her. As a Simplist, Detty Walkins was not permitted to be there. Instead, her holographic image sat on the bed next to Missy and mimicked the efforts of wiping away the last remnants of her daughter's tears.




  Detty wished she could pull the covers a tad more over her daughter and the stuffed animal.




  Her hologram continued the act of stroking Missy's blond hair with the back of her fingers. Time stopped. This wasn't supposed to happen.




  Detty's image turned away from her daughter and whispered angrily, "You had no right to sedate her without my permission."




  "We had every right," a Federal computer voice answered.




  "You've committed a terrible sin. There will be an inquiry."




  "That is your right. Our agents can assist you-"




  "We'll use our own agents, thank you."




  "Your daughter's own life alert brought about Federal involvement. She will resume the rights of a Simplist, but only after she is fully released from Federal custody."




  "There's more to it than that!"




  "I'm okay, Mum," Missy said. "Try to relax." Missy felt horrible, not only for herself but for her parents.




  "I'm so sorry," Detty whispered. "This never should have happened."




  "Then why did it?"




  "I don't know. I wish you could be at home with your dad and me tonight."




  "But everything happens for a reason. I know it does."




  "Not this. It's the devil's work."




  Missy clenched her jaw and rolled her eyes.




  "Visiting time is ending," the computer said.




  From above the hospital ceiling a clap of thunder split the night sky. Its reverberations rumbled within the room. Moments later, heavy drops pelted the roof and created a steady patter throughout the upper floor.




  Detty stared at Missy's eyes. She'd always found them mysterious, one blue and one brown.




  My beautiful child. Why this?




  She managed, "G'night, Missy."




  "G'night, Mum."




  Detty's hologram faded from the hospital room.




  At the Walkins' house, Missy's image disappeared from the living room. Detty turned from it, furious that the image maker had been installed in her all-natural home. She went down the hallway, her emotions about to spill over. She opened the bedroom door and found her husband waiting expectantly.




  At the hospital, Missy lay awake as the tears welled up. A crack of lightning burst in the skies and flooded the room with flashes through the window. Then the calm of the rain returned, and the room powered down to its dimmest sleeping level.




  "Help me understand," Missy whispered in the darkness. "All I want… is to understand it."




  




  




  Ten kilometers away, lying in his hospital bed, a peaceful aura of blue light enveloped Jim.




  He was oblivious to the people and equipment working to keep his new body alive. Sleep.




  Breathe. Forget. Die and be born again. By now he had lost all consciousness of his previous existence. No memory of the lab. Nothing of his past friends or The Grandmother. He lay in a restful coma like a blank slate with no past and no foreseeable future. Sleep. Breathe. Forget. Die and be born again.




  




  




  Every being experiences life,




  and every being returns to the source.




  Returning to the source is bliss. - Tao Te Ching 16:2-3




  




  




  Victoria Morgan chose to stay late at St. Teresa's that evening. She went about trivial nursing duties while remaining nearby one of her patients. Vicki intuitively knew the elderly woman was ready to move on. Shame she has no family, Vicki thought. The old woman's wrinkled, weathered face seemed out of place behind the bright, youthful expression she emitted. So peaceful, so ready. Vicki had seen the look before, when a person knew they were about to leave. How often they left in an apparently happy, relieved state of mind.




  Finally the moment came. Something within Vicki told her to draw closer to the old woman.




  She sat on her bed and gently brushed the white threads of hair back in a comforting manner.




  The woman, unable to speak, smiled at Vicki.




  "You look beautiful," Vicki told her.




  The woman's wrinkled eyes acknowledged the comment before closing slowly. Her face softened until it was completely relaxed. The hospital monitor showed a flattening pulse line until there was no pulse at all. Vicki felt a wave of energy pass through her, taking her breath for the moment. Then the tears came.




  She spent a few minutes appreciating the woman's time there and imagined her as a young girl again. When the robotic units entered to take the woman's body away, Vicki gathered herself and collected her things to head out. Just then an image of Dr. Maynard appeared along with an image of Jim as he lay in bed.




  "Mrs. Jennings passed away, I see," Maynard said.




  "It was her time."




  "Thanks, Vicki, for staying with her."




  "No worries." Vicki turned her attention to the boy in the image. "Please don't tell me this kid is heading my way."




  "James Ranck. We're doing what we can. Not much optimism though. He'll probably be yours soon."




  "I'm sorry. When do you think?"




  "A day or two, maybe longer. This one is tied up with a Federation thing."




  "How so?"




  "The boy may have committed a crime before the accident. It's being investigated."




  "Okay," Vicki added. "Just let me know."




  "Will do."




  Maynard's image disappeared while the one of Jim remained. Vicki put her things down and gazed at him momentarily. She thought, My God, he's so young. Please don't let him be my patient. Then she headed out passing by other patients, some in comas, some on life support.




  




  "Stay still," Brison told Iggy.




  The family unit sat on a bench in the huge garage, Brison's workplace. Iggy's back latch revealed the internal access. Brison sat on a stool behind Iggy. He read from a mobile monitor while going in with an electrode and a tiny screwdriver. Brison's expertise was heavy equipment for building and farming, but he liked to dabble with Iggy. He had already fixed the robot's voice box.




  "The warranty is still in effect," Iggy reminded him. "You'd pay for the excess, but at least we'd know a professional-"




  "Staying still means your mouth too."




  Iggy worried. This was the first time Brison had attempted anything beyond routine maintenance.




  Brison probed through a tangled area of wire with thin pliers and removed Iggy's primary memory chip. Even though Iggy had been unable to access the information since the crash, Brison assumed it would contain recorded data. He took the chip and plugged it into a mobile monitor. Then he flipped a power switch that shut Iggy down. The robot froze in place.




  "Back with you in a minute," Brison said.




  The monitor showed a still image of the desert floor, an extreme close-up of grainy sand, the last image it had recorded from Iggy's perspective. Brison played it in reverse and saw the rover back up from the tree trunk and go over several rocks. He let the chip play and reviewed his son's final conscious moments.




  The image showed Iggy's perspective as he stood behind James on the rover. James' brown hair flapped wildly as he steered the device over occasional rocks. The boy jumped the rover long distances for fun. Brison winced on each landing. Finally, after taking a huge leap, the rover was about to plow directly into a thick tree trunk. "Off!" James yelled. The two of them abandoned the rover just before it smashed into the tree. Upon hitting the ground, Iggy rolled violently until he came to a stop facedown in the sand.




  Brison wiped his face of sweat then rewound the chip further back. The monitor displayed the entire ride in reverse. Finally, it showed James addressing Iggy at the Ranck property. Brison stopped it there and let it play.




  James drove the rover onto the property. "Iggy, hurry!" the boy called, motioning for Iggy to join him. James' eyes looked wild, and he wiped blood from a fresh gash on his cheek, a gash that had dripped red lines all over his grey shirt. Iggy obliged and off they went. James drove the device over the road briefly before heading full speed into the outback. He checked behind his shoulder then turned to the terrain before him.




  "What's the matter?" Iggy demanded.




  The rover sped on, and James steered the device to jump over brush and rocks. Iggy gripped tightly around James' waist as they approached a mound of dirt. They flew a great distance through the air and nearly contacted the ground on the landing.




  Iggy repeated, "What's the matter, James?" Again, no response but James glanced behind them.




  Brison watched another few minutes. James never slowed down and continuously checked behind him. He jumped over a large rock that sent the rover airborne and into the path of a thick tree James hadn't seen. Then the rover crashed.




  Brison sat in the silence of his garage. He breathed in and exhaled deeply.




  "They'd use this against him," he said to himself. "I know they would."




  Brison pulled the memory chip from the monitor. He walked over to the workbench, grabbed a hammer and smashed the chip into tiny pieces. He brushed the remains into the wastebasket.




  With a flick of Iggy's power switch the unit came back to life.




  "How did it go?" Iggy asked.




  "Fairly well," Brison said calmly. "There's a few circuit changes to make. Plus we've got to get you a new memory chip. Your old one's been through hell."




  




  




  Mariposa Salvatore woke to the light of dawn. She stretched out under silk linens and yawned deeply.




  "Time to get up," she announced.




  A golden-hued unit placed a steaming cup of herbal tea on the nightstand. The unit then pulled back the sheets while another assisted her from bed. A third unit wrapped the naked woman in a velvet robe. Mariposa, or Mari, had lived for a hundred and twenty years though she looked far from elderly. Her hair retained nearly all of its lustrous dark color. Her body was slender and fit.




  She reached down to the nightstand for the cup of tea and cradled it with both hands as she walked toward the balcony door. When it slid open she was greeted by the calls of the Brazilian rainforest. The sounds of birds and bugs by the thousands filled the air with banter. As she sipped her tea, Mari closed her eyes and listed the species she could hear. Macaw… toucan…




  parrots… so many cicadas… The rainforest was never quiet, but for those who lived in it the sounds became familiar and comforting. Mariposa thought of them like a close friend.




  The glow of the morning sun warmed her face. Mariposa had the skin of a Brazilian, deep olive brown. Skin so unlike that of the fair Vicki Morgan or Randall Hutchins. Her son, Angelo, also was at home in the rainforest. Mariposa watched him from the balcony as he performed tai chi in the garden. She sipped her tea and skimmed through the news on her monitor while the three units stood quietly in the background. Mariposa read for a bit then stopped to appreciate her son. Angelo's movements made for a pleasant distraction. He looked much younger than most men at fifty-three. Broad shoulders. Toned stomach. Fluid movements. An easy smile turned up the corners of her mouth.




  She returned to her monitor and scanned the news from sources around the world looking for anything out of the ordinary. She knew the time had come. Venus in Jupiter, Leo sun, Aquarius rising. I would have thought something by now. Mariposa not only saw the signs but she also felt something. A quick fear entered her mind that she had missed it. But what? Her favorite Einstein quote reassured her. God does not play dice. She couldn't help worrying though. Mariposa was a perfectionist.




  




  Flow tossed an armload of dirty clothes into the open machine. The door materialized in place as the device inspected the colors and fabrics. Flow walked down the hall to the kitchen. She checked some items on a menu to thaw for dinner. Then she checked on Iggy. The unit was in the backyard tending her flower garden.




  "Some of the orchids need water, some don't," Flow said. "Check the soil for moisture. And for the blue gums, check for pests eating the leaves. If you find any, spray them with that solution."




  "Okay," Iggy said with disinterest. "Are you coming out here?"




  "I'm off to see James."




  "Any new developments?"




  "Not really. Back later."




  "What else do you want me to do?"




  Flow couldn't think. Getting through the day was difficult enough without having to keep her robot busy. "I don't know, Iggy. When you're finished here, check with Bris in the garage."




  "Terrific," Iggy said quietly.




  




  Twenty minutes later, Flow entered her son's new room. He'd been transferred to the lowest floor amid other patients in vegetative states. Vicki was there. She held one of his arms and drew chi energy through it toward her abdomen. She welcomed Flow with a smile.




  "Don't let me interrupt," Flow whispered. She sat in a chair and watched the nurse work.




  In the few days he had been there, Vicki spent the most time with Jim. Flow was already fond of her. Vicki was twenty-seven, blond and very pleasant. She was experienced in Reiki healing and tonal vibrations, some of the last resorts to bring patients out from states of unconsciousness.




  Flow watched Vicki as she channeled healing energies. Vicki ran her hands over different areas of his body. Sometimes she touched him, sometimes her hands grabbed the air around him and tossed it away. Vicki also had the room's computer emit a series of musical notes to accompany her energy work. She set the computer to move up and down the musical scale and hold each tone for a few minutes while she worked with unseen energies around certain body parts.




  The day before, Brison had observed a session with skepticism. He didn't believe that someone drawing energy or playing musical sounds could assist in the healing process. Flow watched with hope that the tones and Vicki's hands would work magic. She still couldn't fathom her son was on life support, every breath going into his lungs with artificial assistance. She had to stay positive and focus on the good signs. Hair was already poking out from the shaved spots of his scalp where cuts had been treated. Bruises were healing. He was still alive.




  When Vicki finished she smiled at Flow and left quietly. After a moment alone, Flow walked over to the boy. She squeezed her face through the collar that held his head centered and she kissed him.




  




  Brison visited after work. He put a hand on his wife's shoulder and stared at their son. Then he ambled over to the other chair and sat heavily.




  "Lab results were positive for hair and semen," he said.




  "Oh Christ." Flow put her hands to her face.




  "They also have his skin from her fingernails plus asphyxiation. They're trying for reckless endangerment of life as well. Same penalty as negligent homicide."




  Flow held up a hand to cut him off, unable to bear any more.




  




  That night they avoided the subject. In twenty years of marriage, they'd never had difficulty discussing anything. Neither of them believed the charges were entirely accurate but each felt the anguish, anxious to have James awake and hear his account. Brison still hoped the sex was consensual though he now realized he was wishing for a lot. Flow wondered, Might he have pushed his limits? Then things went too far? She knew her son hated to be told he couldn't have something he wanted. But reckless endangerment of life? Oh James, it can't be true.




  




  The body that had belonged to James Ranck lay motionless on the hospital bed as it had for many days, kept alive artificially with oxygen to the lungs and blood sugar to the cells. Though the new spirit within the body was anything but dead.




  Through the crown of his head, the spirit of Jim lifted beyond the body and into the realm of source. A world of wavelengths, light and pure emotion greeted him. He basked in the glow of loving compassion: a place without fear, without pain. A place of infinite peace.




  The essence of Jim was in a state of bliss. That part of him didn't entirely want to heal the body that had been designated for him, didn't want to return to the physical plane. It had been there many times and remembered the pain of separation from source.




  




  But the spirit also knew of the mission and accepted that.




  In the realm of spirit, the consciousness of Jim saw the body that used to belong to James. It saw the body fill with light of source, a healing white light that encompassed every cell.




  Destroyed fibers were regenerated and made whole again. Dead energies were sent out into the universe and replaced with live ones.




  A bit each day, the spirit of Jim left the physical plane and returned to source to direct healing energies back to the body. In Earth time, the process would take many weeks. In spirit time, it happened very quickly.




  




  




  When people describe something as beautiful,




  other things become ugly.




  When people describe something as good,




  other things become bad. - Tao Te Ching 2:1-2




  




  




  Roger Tolsom stood in front of his desk. He pulled plaques from the wall and dusted the edges with a charged feather. The dirt particles flew from the plaques and covered the yellow feather in a brown mess.




  The image of his boss, the daughter of the network owner, appeared on his desk. "Hello, Rog."




  "Chloe. What's up?"




  "Two things. We're scaling your show back to one slot a week."




  "Why?"




  "Lack of interest. You've seen the numbers."




  "But my show hardly costs the network anything. Even Clarky's there as a volunteer."




  "Right. The boys-who-refuse-to-grow-up club."




  "That's not the point. We can make-"




  "Roger, it's what it is. Assignments as usual. We're being generous here. You're still free to do what you want on your show, so long as it's one slot a week."




  "Great. Is that it then?"




  "No, they also want you to do a piece on the Ranck case."




  "Who?"




  "James Ranck. The boy in the coma." Chloe began talking with someone else as her image faded.




  Roger shook his head as if he could deny this from happening. At thirty-five, he'd been working as a reporter long enough to feel stuck. Above his desk he looked at the hologram of himself from many years ago, covering his first story about a couple who danced everywhere they went. It was what he wanted to do, produce feel-good stories that would subtly change the world.




  Over the years his interest in the job had waned steadily. He often spoke how it was morally important to maintain status with Global Alliance, but in time he came to admit things might be easier if he joined Federation. I wouldn't have to worry about bills. But that wouldn't be right. I just wish my work could be more satisfying.




  Most of his reports were about events that he found disturbing. The Ranck case appeared to be just that, one of rape and life endangerment. This one was slightly different, being that the participants were both minors. But what really made it stand out was that the accused was brain-dead, a Simplist kept alive awaiting a Federation trial.




  Roger researched the staff at St. Teresa GA Hospital. He stared at a picture of Victoria Morgan as he read about her. Pretty gal.




  




  Such a handsome young man, Vicki was thinking. She stroked the boy's curly brown locks as he lay in the hospital bed. She moved a strand back from his eyes and decided James was ready for a haicut. But it's so nice and thick, maybe in a week. Her finger moved down to his cheek, which was already showing signs of healing. A face that was once so gashed and bruised now looked a bit fresher. She noticed the sporadic hairs coming in under his chin and nose. Hospital beds and comas had no effect on a boy becoming a man. She liked watching him, wondering how he might look in ten years.




  "Such a shame," she whispered.




  Vicki felt a strange attraction to the comatose boy, a chemistry that the nurse had for certain patients. It was an energy she couldn't explain, and it was especially strong with James.




  Something about him fascinated her and left her gazing at his face for minutes on end.




  The boy's head was held in a flexible collar and turned to one side. Vicki and the other nurses adjusted its position two or three times a day. After moving it, they'd make a note to the computer.




  "Head moved to left side," she said upon completing the movement.




  Vicki exited his room and walked down the hallway. She opened the supply cabinet in the stockroom and took out a box of gauze pads. She placed the box on the counter then closed the cabinet. When she turned around she was startled by the sight of Roger Tolsom standing at the image maker across the room. The man smiled pleasantly.




  "G'day, Ms. Morgan," his holographic image said. "Sorry, didn't mean to alarm you."




  Vicki gathered herself. She recognized him but couldn't place it. "That's alright, Mr.…"




  "Tolsom. Roger Tolsom. I'm a GA reporter."




  "Of course." Vicki had seen him on the net many times.




  "Fed sent out a release of the impending trial. We're informed that you're one of the nurses assisting with James Ranck. Is that correct?"




  "Yes."




  "If I may, how is he?"




  "Still comatose," Vicki said, pointing out the obvious.




  Roger was patient. "Of course. Anything you can shed light on?"




  "He's alive and he's brain-dead. How's that?"




  Roger needed more for his story. "It's an interesting situation for the boy, isn't it?"




  Vicki played dumb. "How do you mean?"




  "Well, two Simplist minors in a rape and life endangerment case. The accused comatose immediately afterwards."




  "If you say so."




  "You are aware that he's being tried for those crimes against Abigail Walkins?" Roger asked.




  "I'm aware of that."




  "Do you know Abigail is only fifteen?" Vicki didn't respond. "Do you have any thoughts on that?"




  "No, I don't."




  "What can you tell me about the chances for recovery?" Roger asked.




  "It's a long shot, but it's better than what Fed would probably do with him."




  "Fed plans to use salvageable body parts for cyborg transplants."




  "Exactly," Vicki said.




  "How long might recovery take? If he comes out of it."




  "I don't know. It might take years."




  "I see." Roger looked as if he was about to disappear when he added, "May I keep in touch with you, Ms. Morgan? So I can keep track of the boy's progress?"




  Vicki took awhile to respond. "I suppose," she said at last.




  "Thank you. I will be in touch and have a great day."




  




  The image of Roger disappeared. Vicki felt relieved once it was gone. She looked around, trying to remember what she was doing before the interruption.




  




  When Vicki returned to Jim's room, she noticed that his head was facing forward. I did leave that to his side, didn't I?




  "How was James' head last placed?" Vicki asked.




  The computer answered, "To the left side."




  "Has anyone touched him since I left?"




  "No."




  "Show me the last few minutes."




  A screen over the bed showed Jim's head angled to the left side. The recording sped through the prior few minutes. About halfway through, Jim's head turned to the center. Vicki became excited.




  "Intracranial EEG right away."




  The screen switched to a brain scan. It showed little activity, only the chemical reaction to the devices that kept him alive. Vicki snapped her fingers and touched his face.




  "James. James, can you hear me?" No response of brain activity. "That's odd."




  For the rest of the shift, Vicki thought of nothing else. She was about to make a note of it for Dr. Maynard and the other nurses, but something within told her to wait.




  




  




  Brison gripped a huge wrench in the sweltering garage. He was halfway through disassembling a seized head bolt from the axle of an ancient tractor. Two enormous vises held the mighty axle in place. Iggy clutched the end of another wrench, doing his best to offer resistance. Each time Brison pulled, Iggy was nearly lifted off the ground by his owner's strength.




  "Come on," Brison grunted as sweat beaded up on his brow.




  "A small investment in another vise machine would work wonders here," Iggy said.




  Brison rolled his eyes. "Small investment? Great idea, Iggy. Why don't you pay for it?"




  "Excellent suggestion. We could arrange a work-trade for me at an architectural firm."




  "Just stay focused."




  With a sharp, creaking noise the bolt began to turn. Brison gasped for air as he pulled the wrench as far as it would go, then he moved it back and worked it again until it went smoothly.




  "That's better," he said. "You can get it from here."




  Brison breathed deeply while Iggy loosened the parts.




  "Thank you," Iggy said with quiet sarcasm. On each turn of the heavy wrench Iggy thought, Indentured servitude is what it is. Why don't I have any rights?




  Shep barked from his pen as the sound of footsteps approached the garage. Brison heard them shuffle. He turned around to see Officers Hutchins and Jerara in the opening. The detectives wore large brimmed hats.




  "Wonder if we might have a few more minutes of your time?" Hutchins asked.




  "A few? Sure." Brison wiped his sweaty face with a rag and cleaned the grease from his hands. "Come on in, out of that sun."




  The officers met him in the middle of the garage.




  "Surprised to see you in person," Brison said. "Why not an image visit?"




  "Fed policy dictates actual presence for all investigations."




  "I see."




  "Nice place," Jerara said, looking around at the extensive workshop. His eyes fixed on the labyrinth of metal chains and pulleys that hung from the ceiling.




  "It's useful. Iggy, go see if Flow needs you."




  "Of course," Iggy replied.




  Brison shifted nervously as tension filled the garage. "What can I do for you?"




  "Mind if I sit down?" Hutchins asked. Brison motioned to the bench, and the older man took a seat. Hutchins removed his hat and placed it next to him. "I'm trying to get my report straight, so tell me again how you came upon your son the night of the accident."




  Brison paused. "How so?"




  "When did you find him?" Hutchins asked. His emotion sensors indicated Brison was on alert already. Jerara leaned against the outer vise, letting the senior officer take care of the questioning.




  "Just after dark."




  "Where was he?"




  "About ten klicks west."




  Hutchins nodded. "We've been to the crash site. We saw the tree and a lot of rover pieces.




  That's where you found him?"




  "Yeah. He wasn't in any shape for moving."




  "Of course. And you said you took the car?"




  




  "Yes." Brison knew he was winging it. His left leg twitched, and he leaned his back against the wall to put some extra weight on it. He suspected the officer had a hunch, But what's the worst that could happen?




  "You found the rover through its transmitter?" Hutchins asked.




  "That's right."




  "See, that's an interesting point. We found the transmitter not working, damaged from the crash. As a Simplist, James doesn't have internal transmitters. You could have only found him from the rover's, or from someone else's."




  "Must've been lucky. Must've caught it on its last legs."




  "We interviewed Dr. Maynard," Hutchins added. "Do you remember talking with her that night?"




  "Sure. I don't remember everything. We were pretty upset."




  "Dr. Maynard reported that you told her the family unit had returned the boy to this property.




  That Iggy had saved his life."




  "I don't remember saying that."




  "The hospital computer confirmed it."




  "That was a rough night for all of us."




  "Mr. Ranck," Hutchins began. "I appreciate your concern with young Ms. Walkins, but I sense you're not being honest."




  "I'm telling you what I know."




  "You're at risk for obstruction of justice and being an accomplice."




  "I understand."




  "You still have Simplist rights though evidence is mounting to put you under a brain scan."




  Brison didn't respond.




  "Spending time in a Fed cell won't do your wife or son any good," Jerara said.




  "I said I understand."




  "Give him the papers," Hutchins told Jerara. The younger man produced the legal documents and handed them to Brison. "Your physical copies." Then Hutchins stood to leave.




  Brison scanned the papers. "What's this?"




  "A court order to examine your robot. We'll be taking him with us. Where is Iggy?"




  




  




  Vicki removed her white robe and placed it on the hook of the bathroom door. She raised her eyes to the morning check of her body in the mirror. She smiled, moderately pleased. Today was a good day.




  She stepped into her shower, a molded form made just for her. The casing closed from her toes to her neck and shot soapy mist at forty degrees Celsius. Vicki rolled her neck in small circles to loosen the night's kinks.




  She thought, Head too.




  An attachment lowered. It washed and combed her hair. An extension moved before her, gently cleaning her face and around the eyes. Vicki made minute adjustments to get every spot just right.




  The soapy mist was replaced by pure water then warm air. Half a minute later, Vicki emerged from her shower with dry, combed hair.




  




  Twenty kilometers away, Missy sat with closed eyes in lotus position on a pad in her room.




  Behind her was an altar: a small counter with a lacy, purple sheet over it. Incense and a candle burned, surrounded by several crystals and precious stones. There were also statuettes and illustrations of past saints and angels. Above it on the wall was a framed picture of a series of overlapping circles, a pattern known as the Flower of Life, an ancient symbol of sacred geometry. The crucifix with a bloodied Jesus wearing a thorny crown lay unceremoniously on the floor behind a chair.




  From a window the rising sun poked through thick mist. It illuminated Missy's form and her yellow pajamas. Missy sat without expression, her breathing slower than that of most people during sleep. She thought of nothing at all, the state of detachment sought by master yogis. As the sunlight warmed her body, Missy returned to thoughts.




  She rose from the mat, inhaled deeply and stretched her thin arms above her head. Then she exhaled and brought her arms back to center, palms together before her heart. Namaste.




  A knock was heard from the door. It cracked open enough for Detty to stick her head through.




  "Morning, dear," she said.




  "Morning, Mum."




  "Breakfast ready in five minutes."




  "Okay."




  Detty was just about to leave when she noticed the Flower of Life picture on the wall above Missy's altar. She entered and walked up to it until she saw the crucifix on the floor.




  "Abigail, what's gotten into you?" she said as she picked up the crucifix and brushed off the dust. She pulled the Flower of Life from the wall and stared at it. "I can't imagine what you see in this thing."




  "It comes to me in my meditations," Missy said.




  "I don't like the sound of that. How do you know it's of good spirit? Better stick with something we know and trust." Detty replaced the crucifix in the prominent position above the alter to Missy's disappointment.




  "I don't like the energy of that thing," Missy said.




  "Abigail, bite your tongue. You're talking about the Lord."




  "That's not the moment I'd like to remember."




  "Life isn't always pretty, as we both know."




  Detty left the room. Missy stared reluctantly at the bloodied image of Jesus and sighed. She placed the Flower of Life painting below it in the middle of her altar.




  She got up, walked to the bathroom and took a long look at herself in the mirror. She brushed her teeth vigorously as she thought of the recent events of her life. Why did it happen? It's retribution, isn't it? I can't give up on him now.




  The pajamas came off and dropped to the floor, revealing the nubile curves of a girl becoming a young woman. Missy entered the shower. Her delicate foot stepped on a broad pedal and pressed it down to the shower floor. After several pumps, warm water fell over her head in a gentle spray.




  Let go, Missy. You've done everything you can. Now you've both gotten your just rewards.




  




  A robed Vicki entered the kitchen. A cup of steaming coffee awaited her on the counter.




  Her house computer's voice said, "Good morning, Vicki. Hungry?"




  Vicki sipped the hot java. "Let's do an omelet… green onions, mushrooms, feta cheese."




  Kiki rubbed his body against her shin, purring happily. She looked down and smiled at him.




  "Anything else?"




  "The news, please."




  A three-dimensional hologram filled the living room with a myriad of images. Scenes of world news, local matters, weather and sports presented themselves. She surveyed the options while the cat brushed himself from one leg to the other.




  "Local debates."




  The other images disappeared as the corner one expanded. It was a town hall hosted by Roger Tolsom. Roger and his sidekick, Clarky, were the only people actually in the room. Several rows of seats were occupied by holograms of people from around the world. The caption beneath read,




  "Simplist Rights and The Ranck Case." Vicki frowned. Something about the host annoyed her.




  An older Scottish man addressed Roger. "Comatose or not, guilty means guilty."




  Roger replied, "So what do you say, put him in a Fed prison hospital?"




  "Aye, let the punishment suit the crime. He's lost his Simplist rights by his actions. That's the law. They'll use his body for hard-working cyborgs. Least he'll be of use to society."




  An Asian woman's image near the front row said, "Can't jump to conclusions. He remains Simplist until it's absolutely clear he did it. Let the lawyers present their cases."




  The word "lawyers" evoked a groan from many in the audience.




  Clarky set his mug down on a side table. He said, "This is why we should get rid of Simplist as a choice. Let people be either Global Alliance or Fed. At least that way there aren't any questions as to what someone was doing. Everything's recorded."




  A man from Chicago rebuked him. "Simplist is the closest to free will. Without it, there'd be no balance, and GA would slowly become a part of Fed. You GA types should be damned glad Simplist still exists."




  Roger said, "I think what Clarky was pointing out, is that it's always the case with Simplists when they commit a crime. So much harder to prove guilt. They tie up the legal system."




  A man's image from the back row shouted, "Over eighty percent think he's guilty and that number is climbing. Send him to Fed. Strip him of Simplist rights."




  Vicki's eyes and mouth tightened. Turn it off. The image disappeared. She bent over to pet the cat. "You're right, Kiki. Far too annoying for this early in the day."




  




  Missy came down the hall to the kitchen carrying a huge book. The smell of warm fruit filled the air as her mum worked several pans simmering on the biomass stove.




  




  "I hope you're hungry," Detty said with no leftover tone from their earlier conversation.




  "Famished."




  Missy sat and opened the book to a mark near the middle. Her dad, Donnick, entered the room, fastening the buttons on his denim farming shirt. His sandy blond hair was still wet, and his earlobe had a spot of soap from his shave. Missy saw it and smiled. Detty filled the plates with pancakes, banana meal and blackberry puree.




  Her parents watched Missy eat while she read. Detty and Donnick shared a look. It had been over a month since the day she'd resorted to her life alert, the moment that she'd brought Federation into their lives. Though her parents were complete naturalists and far more devout than most Simplists, they didn't blame Missy for calling on Federation. That's what the life alert bracelet was for, the only acceptable time to involve the help of Fed.




  What concerned them most was that Missy had been reluctant to speak of the ordeal. She had said very little with the therapists, both the mandated Fed doctors and the Simplist psychologist.




  She almost went about as if nothing had happened, as if blocking it out and pretending it didn't exist would keep it from being real. Against her mum's wishes, Missy had even resumed her habit of riding her bike when the weather permitted, the same bike she had ridden to that abandoned building on that day.




  Halfway through his breakfast Donnick broke the silence. "Hope all goes well today. Need to get a lot done."




  "Still haven't found a replacement?" Missy asked.




  "Just temporary. Found a bloke to work for a few weeks. Should be around by Monday."




  "How are the tomatoes coming?" Missy asked.




  "Could be the best ever. The grapes too, thanks to your help. And you? Plans today, sweetie?"




  Missy put her nose back in her book. "Still with the American Revolution."




  "Which one?" Detty asked. "The break from English rule or the one against slavery?"




  "The next one. The one that started in 2060."




  "Oh, yes," Detty said. "The Global States Act, I believe."




  "When America recognized Global Alliance as a choice."




  "The last holdout," Donnick mused, "Ninety years ago. Let's see… your great-grandparents emigrated from there. They were about your age."




  "What were their names?" Missy asked.




  "Memory's failing me."




  Detty shook her head at her forgetful husband. She was about to answer when the image maker in the other room signaled and sprang up.




  "Oh, damn that thing," Detty said.




  A robot in a Fed office addressed them. "This is Federation Brisbane reminding you of the court appearance this afternoon."




  "We're aware of it," Donnick replied.




  "Your presence is not required but you may be there."




  "We won't," Detty said.




  "Should you change your mind, all pertinent information is coded within. Good day." The image faded.




  Detty shouted, "I can't wait to have you out of my house!"




  Missy frowned. Donnick gave his wife a stern glance.




  Detty realized her blunder. "Sweetie, I'm just anxious for this to pass."




  "Me too, Mum."




  




  Donnick kissed his daughter on her head. "Gotta go. Love you."




  "Love you, Dad."




  "Will you be home by dinnertime?" Detty asked. She wiped the soap from his earlobe.




  "I don't think so. Just save a plate for me." Donnick shared a sympathetic look with his wife before leaving.




  The energy in the room changed with his absence. Detty sat still, wondering how her daughter was really doing. "Missy, I'd like you to talk with the doctor again."




  "The one who thinks I'm crazy?"




  "He doesn't think that. In case it might help."




  "I don't need his help. The answers are within if I could just put the pieces together. There was an event that happened four lives back-"




  "Abigail, no!"




  "But it really happened. I can remember it like it was-"




  "Abigail. We don't need to be talking about those things. They can't help you here and they're not even real!"




  Missy stared at her food and tried to remain calm. "I know you don't believe me, but it is real."




  "Please see the doctor again. He has great connections in the church. I can make an appointment-"




  "Not today, Mum. I don't feel up to it."




  Detty sighed before letting it go. "Very well. Plans after your studies?"




  Missy pushed the fork around the plate. "Maybe ride my bike."




  "Not if the rain comes or if the sun's strong. It's not healthy."




  "Maybe late afternoon then."




  "Just not too late. I'm still worried about you."




  Missy grabbed her mum's arm to reassure her. "I'll be okay. I've got to live my life."




  




  




  Do not make rules beyond what I have given you, and do not make laws like the lawgiver lest you be constrained by them. - Gospel of Mary




  




  




  The three judges sat behind an elevated, wooden half-oval. The Federation and Simplist judges were both men, and the Global Alliance judge was a woman. All were in their seventies, within the required decade of each other to keep culturally consistent. A gathering of people and attorneys sat randomly in a mostly empty courtroom. About half of the people were visiting in person, and nearly all of the attorneys were represented by image.




  Brison and Flow were in the second row. Brison sat upright with his hands stiffly planted on his knees. Roger Tolsom sat down the aisle from the Rancks. He glanced over to read their expressions.




  As the Federation judge talked about a prior case, Brison's anxiety built. He detested the legal system. He leaned in to Flow and whispered, "When will they get to us?"




  She shrugged.




  Finally the judge read, "Federation versus James Ranck."




  Brison and Flow stood and walked to the podium before the judges.




  The Federal prosecutor was one of the few attorneys physically present. Mr. Philips was a cyborg, a mixture of flesh and circuits in his twenties and in perfect health. He had blue eyes, black hair and a tall, muscular frame with broad shoulders.




  "Federation moves forward with charges," Philips said. "There is ample evidence from both the plaintiff and defendant to support cause."




  "Rape and life endangerment?" the Simplist judge asked.




  "Yes, Your Honor."




  "Mr. and Mrs. Ranck, do you have counsel?"




  "Not yet, Your Honor," Brison said.




  "You should consider getting counsel right away."




  "We were told this was just a preliminary hearing."




  "Still, you should," the Simplist judge said before he looked back to Philips. "What else?"




  "In the event of a guilty verdict," Philips said, "the law states that James Ranck be stripped of Simplist status and becomes a citizen of Federation. Since the body lies brain-dead with no hope of recovery, yet the organs and most of the tissue can still be useful for Fed and GA transplants, Federation requests the rights to that tissue and that these rights be made available immediately upon a guilty sentence."




  "Is that all?" the Federation judge asked.




  "At present time, James Ranck is hospitalized in St. Teresa Brisbane. Federation requests that his body be moved to Federation Hospital to make transplanting safer and quicker."




  "That's ridiculous!" Brison shouted.




  "Sir-"




  "He's not guilty!"




  The Global Alliance judge motioned for Brison to be calm. "Sir, one more outburst like that, and you'll be removed from this court. Do you understand?"




  Brison stared at her. His blood raced with anger and fear. Flow grabbed his hand and tried to squeeze some sense into him. He nodded and said, "Yes."




  "This is why it's not recommended for Simplists to act in lieu of counsel," the GA judge said.




  




  She shook her head and addressed Philips. "I don't see any right Fed has to move the boy until they've proved their case."




  "Agreed," the Simplist judge said. "What else?"




  Philips continued, "Federation requests complete cooperation from the staff at St. Teresa and the Rancks for scheduled examinations and procedures."




  Flow put a hand on Brison's shoulder, knowing he was struggling to restrain himself.




  "Motion is noted," the GA judge said. "You shall have that." She stared at Brison. "All of this is on the record, but let's not get needlessly upset about any of it before a verdict is reached.




  Anything else, Mr. Philips?"




  "No, Your Honor."




  "Mr. and Mrs. Ranck? Anything?"




  "Our son isn't guilty," Brison said.




  




  




  Have no friends not equal to yourself. - Confucius




  




  




  Missy rode her bicycle on the foggy day, keeping to the side of the street. Unlike past years, few vehicles now made use of the lower roadways. Most commuters flew well above the ground in sky-cars or PFD's, stand-up personal flying devices. Rare vehicles actually touched the ground while a few hovered near her height. Some of the drivers honked when they saw her, amused by the devout Simplist on the old-fashioned bike. On the back of her bike a wrapped package was attached to the platform above the fender.




  Missy rode to the St. Teresa parking lot. Once she got there, she removed the package and unwrapped it to reveal a bouquet of flowers that matched her green shorts and yellow top. She sat down on a bench closer to the vehicles in the lot than to the front entrance. She waited.




  Vicki left the hospital minutes after 2pm. The mist-filled parking lot steamed with late summer heat and humidity. Vicki walked quickly, her mind on her schedule. She had time to go home for a meal and some rest before returning for a late shift. As she walked past rows of vehicles, Vicki slowed her pace. She looked around with the sense she was being watched. She glanced back toward the hospital entrance. Nothing but mist. She looked to both sides. Nothing but cars and fog.




  She continued to her vehicle which detected her at fifty meters. When she got within five, the door dematerialized. She was about to enter it when she noticed someone waiting beyond the car, a pretty girl with a bright face and intriguing eyes. Vicki thought, Now she looks interesting. Oh my, that's her.




  Vicki sensed who she was. The hospital had strict rules for patients like James. Abigail Melissa Walkins, also known as Missy, was at the top of his 'not permitted to visit' list. The girl sat on the bench just past Vicki's car. There were no other cars near hers. Did she know this was mine?




  Missy stared pleasantly at Vicki as the nurse approached.




  "Hello," Vicki said. "What a nice bouquet you have."




  Missy held them up. "These are for James."




  "James Ranck?"




  "Yes."




  "Isn't that a coincidence? I'm his nurse."




  Missy offered the flowers. Vicki took them as the right thing to do though she was heading home. She brought them to her nose. "They're lovely. What's your name?"
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