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CHAPTER 1:



The Call Comes In


HARRIS SAID, “Incoming missing-person report. We have a disoriented elderly man who has wandered off, and they haven’t been able to find him for more than four hours.”


Amy hopped up from her desk inside the Locate and Investigate office that they all just called LAI. “Me, me, me. Pick me.”


Looking over from his own desk across the common area between all four agent desks, Harris said, “Okay, I just sent you the details about Herman McConnell and the home address.”


Amy looked at her handheld and confirmed the address. It was in Evergreen, but at the edge of town. Evergreen was medium sized, beside the Grebe River about five miles from the ocean. Its gentle rolling hills were green with just enough rain, though it had the occasional summer brown. Despite its name, Evergreen was actually a mix of evergreen and deciduous, and many of its residents called it Semigreen; Amy’s coworker Steve called it Evergrebe.


She and Larson hustled over to one of the Locate and Investigate (LAI) vehicles. Amy slid her five-foot-seven self into the driver’s seat, adjusted the mirror while moving her wavy caramel-blonde ponytail out of the way as she settled in, and plugged her handheld into the docking port to download the address to the vehicle. The car purred to life and when she buckled in, it headed off. She extracted her handheld from the dock so she could go over what little they knew.


They had a few minutes before they reached their destination. Amy said to Lars, “You ready to do some searching?”


/Search! Search!/ he said mentally back to her.


“Good thing.”


Reading the initial call report told her that Herman, who was suffering from the devasting disease of disorientation, had gone missing about five hours ago. They normally would choose to wait a little longer before doing a serious search, but in the case of a child or a sick or injured person, they tended to move much more quickly. Disorientation was a brain disorder where the brain no longer functioned as it used to. Memories got scrambled, or forgotten, and reasoning ability was severely compromised. These days, Amy would search for the elderly as often as she searched for children.


Amy looked at the surrounding area. Yolanda, another coworker, had been campaigning for them to learn to identify plants and trees, as it was more useful to say “I’m in a stand of birch trees” than “I’m in a bunch of white-barked trees.” Oak trees flourished here along with pines, birches, and the occasional maidenhair. It was early spring, so most of the trees agreed that green was the operative color, except for the occasional white or pink blossoms. Trees in Evergreen were spaced well enough apart that hide-and-seek was a real game, and not a battle over detangling one’s feet from the branches of a manzanita or rhododendron. It also made Amy’s job of chasing down lost people easier, though not a cinch by any measure.


After they arrived, with Lars armed with a sample of Herman’s scent, they headed off into the sparsely wooded, hilly area that bordered the property.


Lars raced ahead.


Amy ducked under a sagging oak limb, its scent ripe with musty, matted leaves underneath. She said, “Slow down. You’ll miss something and we’ll have to do this all over again.”


Lars urged: /Here. Here. Here./


“Lars, will you let me catch up? It looks bad when you’re just careening around like you’re chasing a rabbit.”


/Rab—?/


Amy remembered they had been working on that word in the Canine Language Project, but he probably didn’t know it yet.


Lars was a kelpie/shepherd cross, with the svelte kelpie body and face and the distinctive golden eyes, but he had the sturdier, wider look of a shepherd, though he was only forty-five pounds. Amy called him a stealth kelpie, because his fur, though not as long as a typical shepherd’s, was longer than a kelpie’s and he was tan on his lower body with a heavy dusting of black along the top.


“Never mind, just go search.”


/Search!/


He charged ahead and Amy raced behind him. She noticed that he would sniff the ground every so often, but he was also smelling the bushes and air scenting.


She raced over a small rise and nearly collided with him. His nose was buried in the ground.


“Nice to see you, too.”


Lars walked in a couple of circles, the second one wider; then he decided and headed off again. Breathlessly chasing after Lars, she got her comm out, trying not to drop it. “Hello, Central?”


Harris came back, “Yes, Amy?”


“This guy is moving right along for an older guy.”


“We heard back that he’s actually in his fifties and this is a case of early onset disorientation.”


“Oh great, we could be at this for a while. Talk to you later.”


“Good hunting.”


They crashed around for what seemed like hours over hill and dale. Enough for Amy to realize she had no idea what a dale was, but she was sure she had been over at least three of them. She broke through some low holly and found herself looking right at Lars. He was sniffing the ground right beside a paved road. He said, /Here./


Ah ha, she thought.


She got on the comm. “This is Amy. We’ve come to a roadside. I think our vic was picked up by a car.”


Harris said, “I’m requesting a police car over to that location right now.”


Amy looked up to find Lars wandering down the road.


“Lars, you can’t track a car. Stop. You did great.”


He kept going.


“Lars. Hello?”


Lars was mentally making that dog-thinking sound which a human would call “hmmmmm.”


“What is it?” Amy asked.


/Hmmmm./


Lars had his nose jammed up on the ground.


“May I see?” He looked up, making a deliberate sniffing-in sound. Amy asked, “Do you know what you found?”


/Mmm,/ he said, making a sound that meant he didn’t know the word he wanted to use.


She got the handheld out and held it over the spot so it could take a sample. It said: Preliminary Analysis: Blood


Amy said, “Central, Lars has found a blood spot.”


“Roger.” That had to be Harris again.


Looking around, Amy saw broken branches and bent grass that suggested a body hitting the ground, but there also appeared to be signs of someone getting up.


Lars followed the track back into the woods, climbing up a small hill.


“Central, I need this area cordoned off so I can search it further for other scents. The vic has continued on and we’re following that.”


“Okay. Roger, Amy.”


Lars kept on going.


Chasing after him, she said, “Oh great, now you really are looking for a rabbit. I need to report specifically on what we’re doing, and if what you’re looking for has two long ears, we are both are going to have some explaining to do.”


Lars ran up a short rise and disappeared around a leaf-covered boulder about twice his size.


/Here,/ he said.


She couldn’t see him, but it was such an unlikely place. “You’re kidding.”


/Here—/


When Amy got up there, she saw Lars pulling at a leafy branch on the hillside. There seemed to be a hole underneath it.


She got her headlamp out. She could see there was quite a large hole.


“Central, Lars has found a sizable hole in the side of a hill that he says the trail leads to. I think it’s a cave entrance. I’m going to check it out.”


Harris asked, “Do you need backup?”


“No sign of trouble. I’m sending a photo.”


Amy, with Lars assisting, pulled the branch back. With effort, she struggled in, finding herself in a cavern. Her breath caught when she shone the light around. She saw dozens of reflections, the beam catching unexpected, beautiful glimpses of what she realized were hundreds of gray, white, and cream–colored crystals dancing in the light. Stalactites dripped in frozen animation all over the ceiling, some extending down more than a foot. The air had a long-undisturbed quality, but she could see that some dust had been stirred up.


She noticed that Lars had his nose on the ground. Footprints.


“Central, we have footprints in this incredible crystal cavern.”


There was no response. She realized she needed to poke her head out of the cave to transmit; she did so and repeated her transmission.


Amy thought, How could Herman have found this? He must have come here as a kid.


Back inside, Amy called out, “Hello! Hello, Herman, are you here?”


“Yes, I’m right here,” said a soft voice.


Squinting into the gloom, she could see there was a light from a small flashlight. She could see a figure sitting on what looked to be a very old bench that someone had fashioned many years ago. It should have fallen apart long ago, but the cavern’s atmosphere must have been a protection. Amy carefully approached him. Shining the light on his face, she could see blood on his temple. “Herman, how are you doing?”


“Mary Ann, I’m so glad you could make it.”


“Er.” Time to wing it, she thought. She reached down to her handheld and switched on the recorder and the night vision.


“And look, is that Freddy? He’s gotten to be such a big dog.”


/Freddy?/ Lars asked.


Talking mentally just to Lars, Amy said, /Just go along with it. Wag your tail and look happy./


Lars wagged his tail.


“Mary Ann, come sit beside me.”


“Okay, Herman. How are you?”


“Oh, I’m fine, just tripped over something.”


“That looks like someone hit you.”


“Oh no, just me.”


“You didn’t see anyone just recently?”


“No.”


“You were running here, do you remember that?”


“I wanted to get here for our meeting.”


“Herman, what is the meeting about?”


“You know, it’s our usual club meeting that we always have. I remember how there was this big debate among the boys to figure out if we were going to let you in.”


Amy brought the handheld closer. Thinking again, she realized this would be easier outside.


“Herman, do you want to go outside, so we can look at your wound?”


“Oh, it’s nothing.”


“I’d love to see it better.”


“You like it?”


“It’s quite the shiner.”


“Okay.”


Herman rose and walked carefully back to the entrance. Amy took a moment to make some video of the cavern.


Once they got outside, Amy asked, “Herman, could you sit down on this log here?”


Amy knelt down in front of him. Herman had a light build, dark tan skin, and a soft, almost baby face with just a hint of a five-o’clock shadow. His light brown eyes had that faraway look of someone who is seeing something else entirely. She noticed the gash on the left side of his face and the start of a black eye. Blood pasted his brown hair down and the wound was starting to dry in an ugly way.


She took a photo of it and ran the scanner over it. The scanner indicated that it found something embedded. She took some pre-medicated gauze out of the med kit. “Okay, Herman, you have quite the gouge here. I’m just going to hold this cloth on it, which will help it staunch the bleeding and make it hurt less.”


Herman said, “Don’t worry about me.”


“I am worried about you, Herman. Just let me help you.”


He seemed to acquiesce.


Amy placed the gauze on his face. He stiffened at first and then relaxed.


“Who hit you, Herman?”


“Who? No one, I just tripped, I think. I’m trying to remember what we were going to be talking about. Did we decide what to do about the Walton boys down the street?”


Looking right at Amy, but still not really seeing her, he said, “They were pestering you something terrible after school.”


“I think I’ll be okay, Herman.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, I have this big dog now.”


Lars wagged his tail and came wriggling in. Herman joyously petted him.


Lars said to Amy, /Smells strange./


She replied, /Well, he’s been through a lot./


/Smells strange./


Amy asked Lars, /What do you mean? Are you sure you’re not smelling the stuff I put on him?/


After a pause, Lars said, /Different./


Pleasantly surprised at his language improvement, she said, /Hey, you remembered ‘different.’ Good boy./


Amy made a note to include the funny smell in her report.


“Central, Herman was hit with something. I think just a fist, but I took a sample to see if we can find any foreign material.”


Amy heard approaching voices. A woman that she hadn’t yet met exclaimed, “Herman! Where have you been?!”


He said, “I’m right here. We were just having a club meeting.”


“What happened to your face?”


“I just fell.”


“Oh, I think not,” she said.


“No, really.”


She looked at Amy.


Amy extended her hand. “My name is Amy Callahan with Locate and Investigate. Someone did hit him, and we’re going try to figure out who it was. Is he missing anything?”


Herman said, “But how could that be?” He didn’t appear to think that anything unusual had occurred.


“It happens, Herman,” Amy said, feeling just a little out of her depth, but trying to cope.


The woman, who was just a little shorter than Amy, but with much darker walnut brunette hair and a concerned expression, said, “I’m Carolyn, his wife.” She started to carefully examine his pockets, her hands moving in a well-practiced, familiar fashion. She embodied that competence that longtime partners have around each other.


Amy watched her, wondering what it was like having someone you love slip away from you. The drugs for disorientation were way better than they used to be, but the early onset cases were the most stubborn, though there had been miraculous reversals.


Carolyn said, “He’s missing his wallet, but I don’t know if that means anything. I give him some cash and a credit card with a set limit. He can’t remember ID numbers so he doesn’t get a debit card. I haven’t switched him over to the fingerprint authentication as they don’t have a way to limit how much someone can have yet.”


Amy examined Herman’s hand closely. “Carolyn, there is some fluid underneath Herman’s fingernails. May I run a scan on it?”


Carolyn consented and Amy took her handheld a little closer.


“Supplemental recording of an interview of Herman McConnell: this is Amy Callahan with Herman and his wife Carolyn.”


“Herman, I just want to take a look at your fingernails. It won’t hurt.”


Herman looked hesitant, but then relaxed a little.


Amy swiped her fingers a few times over the screen and brought the edge right up to his index finger. After a moment it beeped and she repeated the process for his thumb. Another beep and she gave him back his hand. She stared at the screen for a while with a thoughtful expression.


Carolyn said, “What is it?”


Amy replied, “It is telling me it’s fingerprint solution. Unusual because it’s not usually needed unless you want to get the maximum quality contact between the finger and the handheld screen.”


“Well, that’s kind of left field, isn’t it?”


“My thought, too.”


Amy cleared the screen and picked it up, looking back at Herman.


“Herman, did you see anyone when you were on that road before you went to the cave?”


“Oh no, I was on my way to our meeting. I did stumble on a branch on the way.”


Amy paused a moment, considering. She picked up his hand again and brought the handheld over.


“Did anyone do this?” She took his thumb and pressed it onto the handheld like she was taking a thumbprint.


Herman’s eyes widened and he breathed in suddenly. “Yes …”


“Can you describe them? How many people?”


“Three, but there was one in particular.”


“A man?”


“Yeah.”


“What did he look like? Was he tall, short?”


“They were all tall, but they were standing over me.”


“What color was his skin?”


“Oh, you know, tan, but a little pale.”


“What color was his hair?”


“Kinda brown. Real short hair.”


“Was he fat?”


“No, he was thin.”


“What did he sound like?”


“Kinda like everyone else, but he was bossy and he did sound like he was from somewhere else, but not that far away.”


“Did they get out of a car?”


“Don’t know, they just appeared.”


“A van or a truck?”


“Oh wait, there was a white van.”


“Where they in a hurry?”


“Oh yes, they didn’t want to even chat or say hello. I thought it was the Payton boys down the road, but I didn’t recognize them and they were too big.”


“Were they rough?”


He seemed to hesitate. “Kinda.”


“Did they hit you?”


Herman looked a little blank.


Amy looked at Carolyn and said in what she hoped was a reassuring tone: “Don’t panic.” She stood up over Herman and raised her arm, hand in a fist about to strike.


“NO! No, don’t do that again please. What do you want?”


Amy dropped to the ground in front of him, her hands flat and on his arms.


Carolyn rushed in, too.


“Is that what those men did?” Amy asked.


“Yes.” Herman was gasping and he shook.


Carolyn got a hold of his shoulders. “They did that? They hit you?”


“Yes.”


Amy asked, “What happened after that?”


“I don’t remember. Next thing I remember is the cave.”


While Carolyn was rubbing Herman’s shoulder, Amy asked her, “What did he do for a living?”


“He was a scientist at Nanology,” she said, referring to a biotech firm known for creating extremely small, smart medical devices that acted like biological repair robots.


“Do you know what he did?”


“He said it was mostly what he called ‘peaceful plowshares’ stuff, but there was some hush-hush stuff that he didn’t discuss.”


“Something where knowing someone’s fingerprints might be useful?”


“I don’t know,” she replied.


Amy made a note on her handheld and said, “Well, thank you both, you’ve been very helpful and we need to get a medic to treat that gash. It’s going to bruise and could get infected.”


“Thank you, too,” Carolyn said.


“Give me your messaging address and I’ll send you our contact info and the case number for this.”


She did and they finished up. Amy sent the data back to Central. Amy radioed for a medic. Lars got some final pets from Herman and she and Lars headed off.





CHAPTER 2:



Second Scent


AMY HEADED back to the area that she had asked to be cordoned off.


A uniformed police officer was just finishing the taping.


“Hi, I’m Agent Amy Callahan and it’s my fault that you’re out here tromping around in the woods.”


She replied, “It’s okay, some nice fresh air, no mutilated body. Works for me.”


Amy said, “Just a little blood, but no mutilation fortunately.” Holding up her handheld she said, “Hello, Central. I’m back at the cordoned-off area and we’re going to see if there’s any evidence to collect.”


“Roger,” came the reply.


Amy looked at the scene again. They needed to find a human scent that was different from Herman or herself. This was going to be a challenge. She and Lars had been spending time working on the concept of different, but it was pretty abstract.


Looking over at the kelpie, Amy said, “Lars, I want you to find human scents that you haven’t found before.”


Lars looked at her and inclined his head in that ‘Really?’ expression.


“Lars, do you remember when we were working on same and different? These four blocks are the same and this ball is different?”


Lars didn’t say anything but she could see recognition in his eyes.


“Now this is harder. We’re looking for a different smell than Herman’s but I don’t know what it is to begin with. I have Herman’s smell here in the sniff-o-meter, but we’re wondering if a different person was chasing him.”


/We chase him./


“I know, but someone else. Do you know what that means?” She realized that this was going to be a stretch for his understanding.


Lars had that noncommittal look. Amy reminded herself that they had nothing to lose by being out here and that if it didn’t work they would still be fine.


He put his nose to the ground and after a few moments said, /Here./


Amy held the sniff-o-meter, which they used to record synthetic approximations of scents, over the spot. “That’s Herman. That’s the guy you already found. Are there other scents?”


Looking at the ground, he said, /Rabbit./


“You probably meant squirrel. I’m interested in human smells.”


Lars started to walk in an S pattern, going back and forth along Herman’s path.


He stopped, drilling his nose into the earth.


“Don’t go too far away.”


Lars pulled up an acorn that a squirrel had probably buried.


“I’m so sorry, but those are poisonous to you. Here, trade me.” Lars brought over the acorn and Amy gave him a chicken dog treat, which he happily gulped down. Amy tossed the acorn into the woods. “You know the squirrels bury these to find later when there aren’t a lot of acorns around.” She decided not to bother mentioning that he would have to eat several of them to get sick.


Lars shrugged in a way that only a kelpie could do.


“You’re so sensitive to the needs of squirrels.”


/Huh?/


“Never mind. I’m not going to explain sarcasm.”


/Sar—/


“Sar-nothing, keep searching.” Amy could see the officer trying not to laugh.


Amy realized there was a breeze, which could easily move the scent around. She wished she could just wave the sniff-o-meter scent storage device around and find things, but it was pretty useless without a specific location to check. Using an expert like a dog was the best way to pinpoint things, even with the communication barrier.


Lars swung his head around and pointed out a different spot. After checking, she laughed. “That’s my scent, silly. Was there anyone else?


He went wider and said, /Here./


Amy, with low expectation that it was going to be anything different, headed over to the spot. It was different. Likely human. Lars followed the track back to the road and she found a better sample. There were prints, too. “Central, Lars has found evidence of one assailant. We’re going to check Herman’s path before hitting the road to see if there was a different pursuer.”


There was. Now she had evidence and a theory. One person had chased Herman to the road, where another person assaulted and thumb-printed him. What a lot of trouble to go through, she thought as they walked back to their vehicle.





CHAPTER 3:



Back at the Office


AMY AND Lars wandered back into Central. Amy tossed her bag down on her desk. Lars flopped down on his dog bed, underneath her desk on the right-hand side.


“Harris, do you have a second?”


He swung around in his chair. “For you, I have two, maybe even three.”


“What do you know about nanoelectronics?”


Harris laughed, which lit up his olive-skinned face. He had chin-length, dark brown, straight hair which was at a length to be constantly getting in his face. He kept threatening to cut it, but wanted to go back to having a ponytail again. “Of all the things you could have asked me, that is not what I was expecting.”


“Sorry.”


“No, no problem, it’s just so off the wall.”


“That it is. Anyway, this guy Herman—the one with disorientation that we chased down today. Well, he was a scientist who worked in nanoelectronics, and today he was mugged. They took his thumbprint and roughed him up some.”


Harris leaned his head forward, looking intrigued. “His thumbprint?”


“Yeah, I verified that he had the solution under his fingernails, the stuff that’s used to get an accurate scan. Plus, he was able to recognize the motion when I held his hand.”


Steve, who had been half-listening, piped up, “Aww, you were holding hands.”


Amy said, “Steve, don’t you have a rhinoceros you need to go carry off somewhere?”


Steve, at six feet with a medium-heavy build and in excellent shape, could lift most anything. “I’m just jealous, that’s all. I always fingerprint the people I mug.”


Harris looked at him thoughtfully, with one hand holding an errant lock of hair. “Good point, the mugging was probably just for show.”


Amy added, “He was also chased to a spot where his assailants were waiting.”


“Oh, this is getting even better,” Harris said. “This is weird, no one uses solution anymore unless it’s for …” He trailed off, looking into the distance. “ … extremely accurate prints that go beyond just using them for ID.”


“Lost me there,” Amy said.


Harris looked at his own thumb. “Think of writing instead of reading. Like if you wanted to create a hand.”


Steve held out his own hand. “I think you’re reaching.”


Amy groaned. “Rhinoceros, Steve, a rhino has to be just outside waiting for your reaching arms.”


Steve stood up with both hands reaching out at Harris.


Harris said to Steve’s dog, “Pearl, help, help. Your person is losing his mind. Go see Steve.”


Both Pearl, Steve’s yellow Labrador retriever, and Boomer, Harris’s Portuguese water dog, leapt up and ran over to Steve to see what the game was. Petting both dogs and looking over at Harris, Steve said, “I will get you some day, you know?”


“Contrary to common belief, I am fully capable of running away.”


“You’re going to sic that fake hawk on me that you keep trying to build, aren’t you?”


“It’s a spy pigeon that listens and records, and he’s just going to learn enough to blackmail you.”


Steve waved his hand dismissively. “As if. We work with dogs here remember?”


“Do you pay attention to pigeons?” Harris said.


“No, but you can’t blackmail me since I have nothing to hide.” He blew a kiss at him and Harris looked at the ceiling.


Amy cleared her throat. “Um, boys, I thought we were talking about fake hands and fingers.”


“Pigeons don’t have fingers,” Steve said.


Amy flung a dog toy at him, sending all three dogs scurrying.


Looking at Steve, she asked, “What could someone do with a physicist’s fingerprints?”


“Sounds like identity theft.”


“Well, his only credit card is a physical card with a small, set limit. It doesn’t use bioidentity.”


“Maybe open a new account?”


“Aren’t there checks for that?”


“Yeah, there was a lot of that sort of theft going around, so you have to be physically present in some way or at least have a verifiable video connection or have a notary present, but with the right connections they could still pull it off.”


Amy said, “Sounds like a lot of trouble and I don’t think this was a coincidence.”


“You think he was tracked?”


“I’m starting to wonder that.”


“Maybe take the sniff-o-meter and Lars back out there.”


“I already entered Herman’s general smell and his footprint smell, so I could rule out duplicates.”


“Assuming you didn’t go running by any spice mixes that can really confuse it.”


Amy smiled, remembering. “Yeah, what was that case? We were trailing a cook who had spilled curry powder mix on herself and then went through her garden. We couldn’t get a solid read on anything. We had to go to the other side of the garden, and start from there.”


“Poor sniff-o-meter.”


“Harris, what’s a sniff-o-meter really called?”


Looking up from his scheduling, Harris said, “Olfactory reflectometer.”


Steve and Amy looked at each other and, at the same time, said, “Sniff-o-meter.”


Harris looked back at his work. “Suit yourself. The search engine will hate you.”


“Technology hates me anyway,” Steve replied.


Amy retreated into one of the shared private offices that was on edge of the common area to dictate her report.


“Lars, you said something about Herman smelling strange?”


/Weird smell./


“Who taught you the word ‘weird’?” Opening the door, she called out, “Who taught my dog the word ‘weird’?”


Steve called out, “Oh, that was me.”


Amy looked at him, a little startled.


He continued, “All out loud, no voodoo. I was just talking to him and was telling him that cats are weird. Delivery people in funny uniforms are weird. Flowers can smell weird.”


Amy, still looking at him, said, “That’s quite a leap you’re describing. Dogs generalize poorly. I could make this my Senior Project if I didn’t already have one.”


Steve said, “I tried with some smells, but he likes smells that we think are weird. I tried my feet, but he liked my feet as far as I could tell by how deeply he was breathing in.”


“You’re better off with lilies; I know he doesn’t much like them.”


She shut the door of the office and continued her report.





CHAPTER 4:



Beth Speaks with Amy


AMY WAS back at her usual LAI desk when her handheld buzzed. It was Beth Hanscom, the detective looking into Herman’s case. Beth appeared on the screen. “Hi, Amy.”


“Hi, Beth.” Beth’s sweet, cherubic, welcoming face did a nice job of covering her raw determination in solving cases. She did not give up easily. While she wasn’t in the same excellent physical shape as her more active peers, she still managed to get herself where she needed to go, and to get others to go with her as well.


“I’ve been going over the Herman McConnell case and I’m thinking I’d like you and Lars to go visit the other affected person.” She paused and Amy could see her looking at some notes on the monitor. “Lincoln DeLaVitt is his name.”


Puzzled, Amy asked, “Um, sure, but how come?


Beth continued, “Early-onset disorientation is relatively rare. The odds of two coworkers getting it is a little off the charts, which is prompting further investigation. The Center for Disease Tracking is interested, but they’re letting us do the legwork for right now.”


Amy just looked back at her, waiting for the other paw to drop, giving her that ‘And?’ look.


Beth said, “We need to chase down every lead that we have.”


Amy continued to stare, a very slight frown appearing on her brow.


Beth looked up, catching her expression, and smiled. “You’re wondering why I’m talking to you, in particular, aren’t you?”


“Er, yes, I feel like I’m missing something obvious.”


“Well, you should ask your dog.”


“What?”


“Because you reported that he said that Herman smelled funny.”


“Yeeesss,” she said slowly.


“I want him to meet Lincoln, too.”


“To sniff him out?”


“Yes, and you can store his scent in the olfactory reflectometer along with Herman’s, so we can see if there is anything in common.”


“Well, you know the scents are mostly fake, recreated molecularly. There’s no guarantee that you can draw any conclusions from them.”


“No stone unturned,” Beth said, smiling with that won’t-take-no-for-an-answer look.


“Okay, when?”


“Got time tomorrow?”


“For you? Anytime.”


“Okay, I’ll come by and pick you up in an unmarked dog carrier car at 11:00 a.m.”


“Okay, see you then.”


Beth cut the connection. Amy announced, “Well, this should be strange.”


“How strange?” Yolanda asked.


Amy looked over at the other LAI agent. While she hadn’t been involved in the first search for Herman, Amy really wanted her insight. “Beth wants Lars to check out the other vic in this early-onset disorientation case. Lars said that the one guy, Herman, smelled funny and she’s wondering if there is anything in common between the two.”


“Sounds like a stretch,” Yolanda said, running her hand over her close-cropped black hair.


“Yeah. Lars won’t even know what he’s looking for.”


“Does Lars know how to fish?” Steve called out.


Amy said, “What are you talking about?”


“Fishing is when you want to catch something, but you don’t know what you’re looking for,” Steve added.


“He won’t understand fishing without having a goal.”


Yolanda shifted in her chair, swiveling around, trying to sit up a bit taller than her five-foot-four-inch body would allow. “Why do they call it fishing I wonder? Real fishing has this goal called fish,” she said, making a swimming motion with her hands. “This type of thing is more casting a net and seeing if anything swims into it.”


“Fish at least have a smell,” Steve said.


“This one probably has a smell, just not one he likes,” Amy said.


“What are they looking for?” Yolanda asked.


“Any kind of connection that would suggest something more than two ill employees from the same company.”


Steve and Yolanda looked at each other and then back at Amy and said, “Fishing.”





CHAPTER 5:



Meeting Lincoln


BETH PULLED up in the grey SUV. Amy opened its back door and said to Lars, “Okay, hop in.”


Lars jumped up and went into the crate. He flopped down in that thunking way that was half “I’m getting comfortable” and half “Game on.”


Amy got in while Beth told the car about their destination.


The car located the address and started off.


Amy, settling in, said, “So tell me about Lincoln.”


Turning to face her, Beth answered, “Well, he works in the same facility as Herman doing similar work. A few months ago, he started forgetting things and was having trouble focusing. Small things like what day it was or having to be reminded to go to a meeting. Then suddenly he couldn’t remember the details of what he was working on and he went on disability. He’s been getting worse; now he has trouble with speaking and writing and communicating with both humans and computers.”


“And you think meeting with him is going to help?”


“Well, it couldn’t hurt, and then Lars gets to get a sniff too and we’ll get Lincoln’s data also.”


“I feel like we’re on a therapy visit.”


“Well, you can make it that way if you like.”


Amy said, “Thera-visits are so rewarding sometimes. Some people, who won’t talk much to a person, will tell a dog anything. They want to touch the dog or cat or rabbit so much. Lars likes the attention, though the hugging and the thumping pats on the head can be a bit much for him.”


“The willingness to talk is useful with crime victims, too,” Beth said.


They talked about doggy therapy, mountain climbing, flying planes, and what it might be like to skydive until the car pulled up to Lincoln and Laura DeLaVitt’s home. It was a well-kept, vintage Spanish-style stucco house with a red tile roof.


As they got out, they met a muscular, college-age man who was digging in a front planting area. He introduced himself as Darin and said he was their son. Amy found the way that he smoothly stood up and, while smiling, shook hands using a powerful but gentle grip more than a little distracting, but she tried her best to focus.


After their greetings, Beth, never one to miss an opportunity to get another perspective, said, “While we’re here to talk with your father, Lincoln, I was wondering if you could give us your take on how he’s doing?”


Darin’s smile faded into a sadder expression. Looking at the ground and shaking his head, he said, “He’s nothing at all like he was.” Reaching down for a weed that he had just pulled, he clenched it in his fist and continued, “He was brilliant, and talkative, and completely annoying with his incessant curiosity. Mom and I were forever saying, ‘Give it a rest, Dad.’ Now I regret ever saying that.”


“I’m so sorry, Darin,” Amy said.


Beth said, “The CDT, sorry, I mean the Center for Disease Tracking, is asking us to investigate further. It’s more than a little unusual for two people in the same workplace to come down with early-onset disorientation.”


Darin’s gaze intensified. “You mean this was caused by something external?”


“No, we mean we don’t know but want to look for any data we can find.”


“Come on in,” said a voice from the front step of the house.


Looking up, Beth said, “You must be Laura. Hi, I’m Detective Beth Hanscom and this is Agent Amy Callahan.”


“And this is doggy Lars,” Amy added.


Laura was petite. She held the door open and shook their hands as she ushered them in. Laura looked at Lars with concern, so Amy said, “Lars is very friendly and can be very polite when I ask him to be. Lars, can you sit?”


Lars sat, looking expectant. Laura said. “I’ve had big dogs run me right over, so I’m sorry if I’m a little hesitant.”


“He only knocks people over that we ask him to,” Amy said, hoping that was going to be taken the right way.


Laura laughed and said, “Okay, big guy. May I pet him?”


“Of course. He likes it best on his neck and sides.”


“Not on the head?”


“It’s not his favorite, but he’s okay about it. A lot of dogs don’t like it though.”


“Really? I didn’t know that.” She reached out and tentatively touched his neck. Lars extended his neck and leaned slightly into her touch. Working her way into a full-on petting, she said, “Oh you like that, don’t you?” Lars groaned in obvious happiness and leaned into the petting.


“Yes, he does, and he’ll let you do that all day.”


They stepped up into a bright foyer with surprisingly high ceilings. The oak floor had darker maple or walnut trim around the edges.


Beth, noticing that Lincoln wasn’t in the room, said, “We were just asking Darin for his opinion on how his dad was doing. Can you tell us what you’re seeing?”


“Well, there’s not much to tell. He’s not himself, but he seems fine in a way. But he no longer understands his work, which is weird because that was his passion. He’s over in the next room watching TV.”


They entered a living room with two black leather arm chairs and a rose-colored sofa with beige throw pillows. A red and white hand-woven rug on the floor had a geometric pattern woven with intricate stick-figure symbology. Lincoln, who had been slouching in one of the arm chairs with his leg over the arm, stood up immediately.


Lincoln was of medium height, somewhat thin, with hair just below his ears that was just starting to curl at the ends. He had a boyish appearance with a genuine, open smile.


Reaching out his hand, he said, “How do you do? My name is Lincoln.” He shook hands with both Beth and Amy and then knelt down to greet Lars.


“Hello, Lincoln. I’m Detective Beth Hanscom and this is Agent Amy Callahan.”


Lincoln looked askance at the titles, so to lighten the mood, Amy added, “And this is Lars.”


Lincoln, talking to Lars, said, “Pleased to meet you.” Then he turned to the women and motioned to the chairs. “What brings you out on this fine day? Please have a seat.”


They sat, with Lars sitting beside Amy’s chair.


Laura slipped in and sat on the sofa beside Lincoln.


Amy noticed that, unlike Herman, Lincoln seemed aware of his surroundings and understood that he was meeting someone he hadn’t met previously.


Beth asked him if he knew about something that happened yesterday, and he was able to say what year it was. He didn’t seem at all like Herman.


Beth said, “Your wife, Laura, tells me that you’re having trouble understanding your work.”


“Are you a doctor?” he asked, sounding hopeful.


Beth angled her head. “No, but your colleague Herman has similar symptoms, and a coincidence is not very likely.”


Lincoln shook his head. “I wish I understood what’s going on with Herman. He doesn’t even know he’s here. He doesn’t recognize us, keeps talking about his childhood like he’s there.”


“Tell me what’s going on with you, Lincoln.”


Lincoln shrugged, looking at Laura who patted his back in encouragement. “I look at my work and I just don’t get it. I remember it used to make sense, but it doesn’t anymore. I can read and understand the news, but not my work. My doc says this could be an early onset of disorientation, but I don’t feel that disoriented.”


“Has anyone you don’t know asked you for a thumbprint?”


He frowned. “No, definitely not.”


“And no one has threatened you physically?”


He smiled, “I think I’d remember that.”


Amy got the sniff-o-meter out and called up the smell that Lars had keyed on.


She held it out to Lars who breathed in deeply.


“Lincoln, is it okay if my dog sniffs at you some?”


“Er, sure. It won’t hurt, will it?”


“Not a bit.”


She said to Lars mentally, /Could you see if this man, Lincoln, smells like this scent?/


Lars got up and walked over to Lincoln. He took two sniffs and said, /Here./


Amy asked him, /The scents match?/


/Yes./


Amy said to Beth, “We have a match. The smell that was on Herman matches Lincoln.”


Laura said, “What?”


Beth said, “Really? Hmmm.”


Amy walked over with the meter, held it up to Lincoln, and said, “I’m taking a sample of what Lars is smelling. There appears to be something that both you and Herman were exposed to.”


“Really?” Lincoln said, looking a little shocked. “What is it?”


“That’s what we have to figure out. Have you noticed anyone following you around? Anyone closer than you would expect?”


“Not really. Darin says he noticed a car nearby that caught his attention, but I didn’t notice anything.”


“We’ll talk to Darin again on the way out. In the meantime, try to have someone with you when you’re out and about. I don’t want you to be assaulted.”


“Laura and Darin have been tailing me around everywhere.”


“Good for them,” she said, standing up. “We’ll be in touch.” She gave him her contact information.


They shook hands again and parted ways.
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DARIN WAS outside cursing at a plant that he was trying to pull out.


Beth said, “Hi, Darin. One quick question.”


Darin stood up, kicking at the uncooperative plant. “Yes, anything before I get violent here. Or can I say that?”


Smiling, Beth said, “Yes, you can say that to plants. Your dad says you noticed a vehicle that seemed to be following you?”


Darin nodded. “Oh heck yeah. We’re walking along the street to dinner and this white van cruises by real slow. I’m closest to them, and as soon as I stare at them, they speed up, but after dinner, I saw it parked further up the street. My dad thinks I’m just being paranoid, but it didn’t feel right.”


“Did you get a look at the people inside?”


He shook his head. “No, it was getting dark.”


“Trust your instincts in these cases. It can’t hurt to be cautious.” She reached out her hand. “Thank you for watching out for him.” She gave him the same contact info that she’d given Lincoln.


“Oh no problem, I don’t mind spending time around him. Is he in danger?”


“We don’t know yet, unfortunately,” Beth said.





CHAPTER 6:



Exploring Herman and Lincoln’s Lab


AMY WAS working on one of their Public Relations articles when her incoming call message light flashed. It was Detective Beth Hanscom again. Amy answered the call and Beth appeared on the screen. “Detective Hanscom, how are you?”


“Hello, Agent Callahan, and please call me Beth,” she said, smiling.


“Only if you call me Amy. What can I do for you?” she said, relaxing into her chair. “Oh, if this is sensitive, I can put a headset on.”


Beth was looking at something just off the screen. She looked like she was reading. “Don’t worry about it. I just got a report that there’s been a break-in at Nanology, where Herman and Lincoln worked.”


“Uh-oh.” Amy brushed back her hair.


“I thought you would find it interesting that someone got in using Herman’s thumbprint.”


Amy frowned. “I don’t have a good feeling about this.”


“I didn’t think you would. They stole a couple of data units using his thumbprint to release them from their dock.”


“Must be some thumb, and I assume that Herman wasn’t on another walkabout?”


“Nope. Not one, but two alibis. The break-in happened around 9:00 p.m. Herman was at home watching a paid movie from one of the studios with his wife, and he called one of his kids later.”


Seizing on the random detail, Amy asked, “Herman was watching a movie?”


Beth laughed. “I think it was Carolyn doing the actual watching, but she says he was there.”


“But somehow I think that’s not why you called.”


Amy could tell Beth was gesticulating with her hands, even though she couldn’t see them. “She gets it in one try! Before I send a team in, I’d like you and Lars to take a sniff around to see if you can find any olfactory correlation, if I’m using my terms correctly. Do you have time?”


Putting on her jacket, Amy said, “You have just saved me from my treatise on interspecies dog–human communication.”


“I’m sending you the address.”


“We’ll be right there.”
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AMY AND Lars pulled up at Nanology. Like LAI, it was a two-story structure, but larger, with a more guarded appearance. Smaller windows looked out of dark red, stone-like walls. Carefully placed maples stood by the entrance where Beth was waiting.


Inside, they were met by a young, serious-looking woman who had the distracted appearance of someone whose day had been completely rearranged.


Beth showed her ID and shook hands. “You must be Ann. Karen told me you’re the IT person who would be meeting us.”


Ann smiled and shrugged, rearranging her black hair with one hand. “Yes, I’ll be taking you back into the scientists’ work area. We will be walking past the labs, but we won’t be going in them so we don’t have to change clothes or put on coats, masks, or caps—which is a relief.”


Beth said, “And while the opportunity to play dress-up would be fun, that’s not why we’re here.”


“And you probably don’t have Lars’s size anyway,” Amy said.


Ann looked down as if she hadn’t seen him before. She smiled and said, “No, I think not.”
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THE LABS were behind full-length glass partitions, and they could see people working inside. Amy had only paid partial attention in her high school chemistry class, so while she could recognize hoods, flasks, beakers, and (after a moment’s reflection) pipettes, she wouldn’t have been able to say what the overall meaning of it was. They continued past the labs, went around a couple of partitions, and came to a separate area that had Herman’s and Lincoln’s names on a sign. Each space had a desk, a display, and a couple of old keyboards. Lower down on the floor was a place that had a connection bed where equipment could be docked.


Amy noticed that Ann was carrying a cube of something with her.


Beth said, “So it’s my understanding that you had a couple of data units stolen last night.”


Ann nodded, showing them the cube. “Yes, this is a similar one. They disengaged them from the dock with Herman’s thumbprint.”


“Herman, who we know wasn’t here. Is there any video?”


“Just on the outside of the building, and they were hooded.”


Beth said, “Back up a second. When they’re here working what does it look like?”


Ann said “Well, they—either or both—would be at their desks with their tablets or handhelds or whatever they were using. They might be talking or using a stylus or one of those ancient keyboards they’re so fond of. Their data is stored on these encrypted data units and we swap them out once a week.”


Beth asked, “So the thieves have the data?”


“No, actually they have the encrypted data. The thumbprint will allow the disk to be swapped out, which is what we do in IT, but to actually decrypt the data there is a second level of authentication.”


Amy was wishing they had Harris around to help with the Technese. “Authentication?”


Ann paused, searching the room for another word. “Er, like verification, permission. A second way of checking that this person is really who they say they are.”


“So what do they have now?” Amy asked.


“Pretty much nothing. A lot of gibberish,” Ann said.


Beth said, “And some angry burglars. Amy, can you have Lars take a sniff?”


Amy put down her bag and removed the sniff-o-meter.


Tapping on the display, she told Lars, holding out the meter, “Two scents this time. One.” Lars sniffed in. “And two.” He gave a second snort. “Go search.”


/Search!/


Lars strode out into the room sniffing the floor and the chairs and on top of the desks. He kept coming back to the places where Herman and Lincoln sat. He said, /Funny smell./


Amy said to Lars, “I know you’ve smelled that one before, but keep looking for the other smells.”


As Lars kept sniffing around, Amy said, “He doesn’t appear to be finding a correlation.”


Beth said, “Our burglars might have been using different people, but I don’t like how this implies lots more people involved.”


Lars was checking out Herman’s desk again. He was standing in front of the dock for the data unit when he swung his head over to the leg of the desk and then stopped at a spot. /Here./


“Really? He found something on the leg of the desk. Good job, Lars. Cookie and a ball for you later.”


Lars jumped up and down, nearly hitting his head on the desk, front feet leaving the ground, hitting the floor, and bouncing up again. /Cookie!/


“Good boy,” Amy said. “Come here.” She gave him a dog treat. “Wait here.”


Beth and Amy bent down to look more closely at the desk leg. Beth looked over her shoulder and asked Ann, “If I were taking out a data unit, would I be kneeling in front of it?”


“Sure, if you’d never done it before.”


“And if I lost my balance a little while I was trying to figure it out, I might put my other arm right there,” she said, pointing to the place that Lars was indicating. “Amy, can you check if there’s any DNA?”


Amy already had her handheld out. “Checking for DNA.” She held it over the spot. It had already been programmed to ignore anything left by an overenthusiastic canine. “Yes, there’s enough. Taking a sample.”


“Excellent.”





CHAPTER 7:



Herman and Lincoln are Ill


AMY RECEIVED a call that Herman and Lincoln were in the Riverview Hospital, an imposing building further up the river. While there was indeed a view of the river, Amy thought the view was mostly for the family and friends.


Amy was directed up to the pair’s private room in Intensive Care and Intervention. They were unconscious. Above each bed was a colorful display showing vital signs like pulse, heart activity, blood pressure, and respiration. There was another graph displaying what the label said was brain activity.


Beth was there with a doctor whose name tag said “Thelms.” He was wearing that concerned, professional look.


Amy, who had trained as a basic Med Tech, looked at the display and said, “I’m not a doctor, but that doesn’t look good; it looks like a kid with a crayon.”


Dr. Thelms said, “We think it’s the nanobots.”


Amy did a double take. “What? Slow down for me. You mean the very small molecular machines?”


“Yes, there are nanobots in their bloodstream. We tested for them.”


“In their bloodstream? How?”


“It’s possible someone gave them doped drink or food,” he said.


Amy gave the doctor a dubious look. “I thought that nanobots were given one job to do like grow a certain type of tissue or help knit a bone.”


“These appear to be creating their own special version of bodily chaos.”


Detective Beth said, “I was making a timeline for Herman and Lincoln. Lincoln told me that they were at the tavern watching the Neutrinos win the playoffs.”


Amy said, “Sure, everyone watched that game, so?”


“Lincoln told me that someone bought Lincoln and Herman’s table drinks, even handed the glasses to them. Lincoln drank some of his and Herman downed his. They’re doing further testing, but it’s possible those nanobots could be causing the disorientation symptoms. There is previous evidence suggesting that—and,” she did something that looked like a ta-da motion, “a strange, distinctive, subtle body odor.”


Amy looked thoughtful. “That unusual smell that Lars was noting?”


Beth said, “It’s likely we won’t know for sure, but it is one more bit of information.”


Amy looked at the doctor. “And you think doping their drinks was possible?”


Thelms inclined his head. “It’s a stretch, but it certainly is possible. All it would take is someone with a small doping pipette.”


Amy looked at the display of brain activity. She was looking at something more like an electrical storm rather than what she would expect from someone who was unconscious. She looked directly at Thelms. “How are you treating this?”


“Sedation isn’t working very well,” he said.


Amy asked, “Gods, what are they doing? The nanobots, that is.”


Thelms said, “They are triggering release of adrenalin and other hormones that raise the heart rate, BP, and brain activity.”


Amy asked, “What’s controlling them?”


“Well, we’re not sure, but it could have been initially controlled from outside. We’ve enabled an electromagnetic field barrier around this area. When the EMF is active, there are no signals in or out. If you notice, your handheld isn’t receiving a signal.”


Amy glanced down to see an unhappy device. “Yep.”


Herman’s wife, Carolyn, was there, wiping Herman’s forehead with a towel. Then, she would wipe her tears with the other end of the towel. Amy admired her precision under stress. Carolyn asked, “How long can he and Lincoln continue like this?”


“We don’t know, we’ve never seen it before,” Thelms answered.


A nurse, whose name tag read “Louise,” entered, looked at the displays, and made notes on what Amy presumed was a mobile data chart. Amy thought that was odd since it had to be recorded by a computer, but she figured having someone record it meant someone was actually paying attention rather than just relying on the auto alarm; besides, the barrier probably disabled the feedback to the computer. Herman’s blood pressure seemed elevated, but it was not killing him. His heart rate was definitely much higher than resting. His eyes were shut and creased at the corner, and his forehead had that dull-but-shiny look of just-wiped sweat. His head would jerk to the side from time to time. This was a man under stress. She looked over to confirm that Lincoln was going through something similar.
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