
        
            
        
    
In Service to a Goddess, Book Four

Copyright©2003 by Ed Howdershelt

ISBN 1-932693-13-0

Caution: Some Erotic Content
Chapter One

    In mid-September, Lab Four announced that they'd discovered what appeared to be an unrecorded asteroid almost six hundred miles wide approaching our solar system from the direction of the Orion star cluster. There was no panic; it was just another object to be tracked and categorized, so it was given a number and a pet name --"Little Sheba" --and studied in order to determine its eventual trajectory through our neighborhood. 

    Lab Four, being a semi-military US facility, sent its findings up the usual chains of military and civilian command; chains wherein the findings were deftly and efficiently lost enroute because people at the top of the heap didn't want to be bothered with astronomical trivia. 

    After a week of studying the asteroid, another announcement was made -this time very quietly and completely bypassing the long chain of command -that "Little Sheba" had been renamed "Grapeshot" because it wasn't a single solid object. 

    Someone had noticed what had appeared to be cracks in the asteroid's surface. This had caused a bit of commotion because such things as surface cracks shouldn't have been discernable with the equipment in use. Other equipment had been aimed at the asteroid and the cracks were discovered to be gaps between huge fragments, some of which were the size of small mountains. 

    A few days after that discovery --on Friday --Dr. Royce Carter read from the summary notes on the table in front of him and carefully delivered the final paragraph to a select group of people in a board room at the White House. 

    "It has been determined that some of the objects from this debris cluster may intersect Earth's orbital path on October twenty-second." The assembled military and civilian honchos at the table --none of whom wanted to comment before the President spoke on the matter --gave Carter's last words quiet thought as the President pursed his lips, sat back in his chair, and studied a small statue of a bucking rodeo horse on a nearby table for some moments. 

    "Dr. Carter," he finally said, "Would you care to rephrase that last part of your report?" 

    "Sir?" asked Carter. 

    The President leaned forward and slammed his palm flat on the table. He liked making such dynamic gestures; he believed they made everyone jump and listen to him, even people who thought he was a few marbles short in the smarts department. 

    "Damn it, Carter!" he said, "Don't give me that wussy 'it may intersect' 

crap! Earth's orbit covers a helluva lot of space. You guys have hardware that could track a pissant through a cornfield in China! Is that stuff gonna hit us or not?" 

    In truth, only the woman keeping the minutes of the meeting had been startled by the President's outburst. She'd been focused on her note-taking and hadn't seen the too-often used gesture coming. Again. With an exasperated sigh, she pondered for the umpteenth time how she might inform the President of the United States that he was a jerk without losing her job and her GS rating. 

    The others tried to look appropriately impressed --or unimpressed -according to their real or imagined standings within the current power structure. All eyes fell on Carter. 

    Carter glanced around the table, sighed, and said, "Next time I'll prepare my own report. Yes, Mr. President. We fully expect that a considerable amount of the debris will impact the Earth, but..." 

    Raising a hand, the President turned to his Science Advisor and snapped, 

"Well? What can we do about it?" 

    Shaking his head, the SA said, "Our missiles aren't up to anything like this. I think our best hope will be the Ladies." 

    His verbal capitalization of the word 'Ladies' was evident in his almost reverent tone. 

    The President heard that tone and his gaze narrowed tightly. He didn't care much for the 'Ladies'. They flitted around dressed like strippers and showed off all the time and when he'd called them to the White House to ask them to host a fund-raising dinner, one of them had actually laughed and flown away. 

    The other one had said she never got involved in politics or religion, then she'd flown away, too, claiming there was an emergency in progress somewhere. They hadn't even waited to be dismissed. 

    They weren't Christians, either, which galled him to no end. Hell, they weren't even from Earth, although they said their people came from Earth way back when. He'd also heard that they were known bisexuals and maybe even lezzies. 

    No, sir; he wasn't about to let those godless lesbian superbimbos grab a nickel's worth of credit out of this situation if he could help it. There had to be another way to deal with those goddamned rocks. 

    Turning to the woman who was taking notes, he said, "Phyllis. Turn that thing off and take a break." 

    "Sir?" 

    "You heard me. Outside. Take that stuff with you." Phyllis glanced around the table, then switched off her recorder and headed for the door as ordered. 

    Once she was gone, the President stood up, shoved his chair back, and said firmly, "Not good enough, gentlemen. Not at all. We're the most powerful nation on Earth --our Earth, dammit! --and we can goddamned well come up with our own solutions to our own problems without the help of a couple of godless alien lesbians." 

    "Mr. President," said Carter, "This has nothing to do with lifestyles or religion. The ladies may be able to stop or divert most or all of the more dangerous debris. We can't." 

    Containing his temper, the President growled, "Your attitude really sucks, Carter. You're either with us on this or you're fired." His use of the word 'us' caused a number of raised eyebrows and questioning looks around the table, which the President noticed. His sharp gaze raked the people at the table. 

    "That's right," he said. "I said 'us'. You're all here because I'm in charge. You forget that for one damned minute and you'll be replaced before the next minute is up." 

    Carter sighed and said, "You can't fire me, sir." With an angry glare, the President pointed at Carter and said, "But I can make damned sure someone else fires you, and I will. I can also make you disappear until this is over. You got anything else to say, Doc?" The President fully expected Carter to back down and toe the line. Carter stood up, then shrugged as he spoke. 

    "Yes. I'll say that making me disappear will accomplish nothing. If you'd let me complete my statement, I'd have told you that the ladies are already planning a mission to deal with the debris. This meeting wasn't a bid for your input or cooperation; it was simply a sharing of information. And now, having shared it, goodbye." 

    As he'd spoken, Carter had gathered his notes into his briefcase. With a nod to those at the table, he walked out of the room. 

    The President snatched up the receiver of the phone on the table and punched a button, then snapped, "Stop Dr. Carter. Hold him for questioning." Carter was stopped before he reached the elevator. Fifteen minutes later, Dr. Andrew Lawrence at Lab Four put down his phone and called his secretary into his office. 

    "Lydia," he said, "That was General Hodge. Dr. Carter is being held incommunicado at the White House. Is either April or Sara in the building?" 

    "Sara's on level three. Shall I get her on the phone?" 

    "Yes, please." 

    A couple of minutes later there was a quick rap on his open door and he looked up to see Sara striding into his office. She wore her uniform, a minimum of coverage that he'd always thought would have been more appropriate at a beach. His eyes traveled from her toes to her eyes as he waved her to a chair. 

    After briefing her on Dr. Carter's situation as reported by Gen. Hodge, Dr. Lawrence asked, "What now, Sara?" 

    "Think a phone call would help?" 

    "No, not really." 

    "Then we'll just have to spring him," she said. "Carter'll do more good working here than sitting on his ass in a holding tank. I'll hand a full report on the debris cloud to the media this afternoon and say that Dr. Carter's delivering a briefing at the White House and should be available for comment shortly. That ought to make that goat-roper fundy let him go." Gritting his teeth slightly, Lawrence said, "I do wish you wouldn't use such terms to describe the President." 

    Sara chuckled. 

    "Why not? We're talking about a guy who doesn't believe in evolution and you heard what he said about April and me when he visited Lab Two." Shaking her head, she laughed. "Jeez. He didn't even look to see if the camera light was still on. We should have sued him for slander." Lawrence stood and paced behind his desk, then leaned on it and asked, "Do you really think we should make this report public? Think of the potential for panic, please." 

    She shrugged beautifully and said, "April and I are going out there, Andy, and we have almost a month to get the job done. What's the matter? Are you worried about screwing up the world's weekend?" 

    "Well, no, but..." 

    Sweeping her blonde hair back, Sara stood up and said, "Then put together a dozen media kits, Andy. A full disclosure of the situation, our analysis, and what we're going to do about it. It's ten-thirty now. I'll be back around noon for the kits." 

    With that, she flew out the door and headed back to level three. Lawrence called Lydia in to make arrangements for the media kits, then went to an early lunch at eleven. 

    At two in the afternoon the President's Science Advisor held a brief, upbeat press conference in the White House press room with Dr. Carter. The President declined to attend. He claimed other pressing business required his attention, which one reporter questioningly surmised to mean that the President believed that the Earth was in no real danger. With a thoroughly unnecessary strip-search still fresh in his memory, Carter smiled and said, "Exactly so. The President is aware of all facts in this matter and he appears to have complete confidence in April and Sara. In fact, he said..." appearing to catch himself, Carter glanced at the Science Advisor, then shook his head with a small smile and said, "I'm sorry, everybody. Now I'm talking out of class. I'll just say that --like so many of us --the President has some very profound feelings concerning the ladies." Watching the briefing on TV, the President choked on his coffee at Carter's words and swore mightily as he envisioned unhappy phone calls from his right-wing religious cronies. 

    Doris and I received word to meet April and Sara later that afternoon on the roof of the Dallas Federal building. As we rode up on the elevator, April and Sara --who were en route from Lab Four --mentally linked to Doris and me. 

    "It's no biggie," said Sara. "Just a bunch of rocks and ice. We'll redirect the worst of it and the whole thing may only take a week if Dr. Varnemann is right about most of it being small stuff." 

    "That may be a rather conservative estimate," cautioned April. "It looks like a six-hundred-mile-wide cluster of birdshot on the screens. We'll only be going after the dangerous pieces and leaving the rest to burn on atmospheric entry or pass by, but we're still talking about redirecting a helluva lot of stuff." 

    "How far out is it?" asked Doris. 

    Sara answered brightly, "Oh, not far. A little beyond Pluto." Doris ignored Sara's flippant response and asked, "Will you be taking Ed?" 

    "No," said April. "He's not quite up to extended space travel yet. Maybe next time, okay, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, sure," I said. "The next time an interplanetary disaster is heading straight for us, ya'll just gimme a holler. Have your people get with my people, and like that." 

    "Oh, don't pout," said April. "You'll be far more useful as a link-nexus on Earth." 

    "Yeah," said Sara. "And you two won't be too worn out to help us unwind when we get back." 

    Doris said, "I believe that was innuendo, Ed." 

    "Hm. Could be. Kinda sounded like it, didn't it?" Doris unlocked the roof exit door and we stepped out of the elevator and into the hot Texas sunshine. 

    "I can't help worrying," she said aloud. 

    "We can't help worrying, Doris. We know that those ladies are almost indestructible, but..." 

    "Yeah... 'but'. What did she mean by 'yet'?" I gave her a big grin and said, "You should drop by the lab more often, ma'am. Sara's lab rats think that the effects of the ladies' enhancement process may be cumulative. We get another tiny dose every time we nibble April or Sara, and they now think that using our new abilities makes them multiply, even if they'll never quite match the ladies' abilities." I sighed and added, 

"Oh, well; retrofits like us have to take what we can get, I guess." Doris grinned back at me. "Well, hell, Ed. I guess maybe I can live with that little drawback." 

    Maybe ten minutes passed before two tall, stunning blondes settled to the roof next to us. My eyes lingered here and there as they reached up to straighten their hair. Sara grinned and flicked her eyebrows at me as she struck a pose. April smacked her butt. 

    "I'm gonna miss you ladies," I said. "Where's your luggage?" 

    "Luggage?" asked Doris. 

    "Suitcase nukes," said Sara. "Twenty of them. We'll be too far out to recharge quickly with sunlight, so we'll use the nukes to blast rocks and recharge on the fly." 

    April said, "We didn't want to waste energy hauling them, so we bundled them and threw them in the right direction a few days ago. Now we'll pick up a full charge near the sun, slingshot around it to build up speed without losing energy to acceleration, and we'll collect the nukes on the way." A long round of hugs and kisses and well-wishings later, April and Sara lifted back into the sky. A few miles above us they went hypersonic and a double clap of thunder announced the ladies' imminent departure from Earth. The ladies left our link open as they ascended. We saw what they saw as they streaked upward and out of the atmosphere. 

    You've seen it, too, on TV and in movies; the receding Earth and the stars against the approaching blackness of space as the atmosphere thins to nothing. The only difference was the speed of their passage. It took the ladies less than a minute to reach near-Earth space. A fountain of thin air was dragged outward after them that slowly fell back and re-merged with the atmosphere. 

    Once the ladies were in open space, they really poured on the speed. The eyes that provided Doris and me the view of space turned toward the sun and as we watched the sun seemed to grow larger by the second. 

    I figured the ladies were just going to do a solar flyby, but instead they entered a low solar orbit that actually placed them within the fringes of the sun's corona. April's mental voice filled the silence of space as we watched. 

    "Enjoying the view, guys? We're going to top off the tanks before we head out." 

    "Yeah! Tank-topping!" Sara laughed, reading extra meaning into every phrase, as usual. 

    Tanks, indeed. Hm. Well, they both had really nice tanks... 

    "I heard that," said Sara. 

    "Good," I said. "Then you know what I think of your tanks." 

    "Well, tank you very much, sir." 

    Joking aside, Doris and I were awestruck by the view, to say the least. 

    "Big flare ahead!" Sara seemed to yell through our link, "Let's go through it!" 

    As April and Sara tunneled through the arching solar flare we could see what they saw and feel it like a hot bath. We also felt them hungrily soak up what seemed to be vast amounts of the energy it provided. 

    "Don't get drunk on that stuff," said Doris. The words and music of Madonna's 'Ray of Light' suddenly filled our minds as if we were standing in a dance club, surrounded by blaring speakers. April laughingly said, "She always sings in the shower." Sara turned up the volume a tad in response. 

    The women circled the sun once more, then powered into space, swung back, and slung themselves around the sun. They ended up traveling just under light speed on a course that would intercept the debris cluster without taking them too near any of the planets in the solar system. 

    Unless one of the ladies focused her attention on something in particular, the only view for the next few days would be the blackness of space sprinkled liberally with stars. While that would be interesting for a while, I didn't envy them the rest of the trip. 

    Some minutes after leaving the sun April said she wanted to close the link and we thanked them for the show by sending them another round of hugs and kisses. 

    I asked Doris, "You ready to go back downstairs yet?" Doris just looked at me for a moment and shook her head as she said softly, "No. Not yet. Just when I think I'm getting used to these linkups... Something like this happens... Wow!" 

    Nodding, I pulled a couple of folding lounge chairs from the stairwell. Once our semi-official rooftop confabs had become fairly routine, it had been decided that some thought should be given to creature comforts, so I'd spent a few agency bucks on weatherproof furniture at a pool-supply store. 
Chapter Two

    Tires screeched below us and the sounds of cars colliding reached us from the street. We got up to have a look and saw that the accident had been rather severe. One of the cars looked as if its engine might have been shoved into the driver's lap and the other car was upside down, half onto the sidewalk. Doris muttered, "How the hell did they do that in bumper-to-bumper traffic? Some people are truly gifted, aren't they?" Both cars were blocking an Akard Street intersection in the middle of rush hour and traffic was piling up around them. Emergency vehicles would have a hard time getting to them and people were beginning to approach the wrecks. 

    "That sounds like Doris the Cop talking," I said. "Want to go down there?" She nodded and moved closer so I could pick her up as she said, "Doris the Cop also says we need to keep people well clear in case there's a fire, but we can handle that while we check out the drivers." 

    I stepped off the roof and quickly lowered us eighteen floors to the sidewalk. A woman at a bus stop jumped back with a soft screech as we landed. As soon as Doris's feet touched the ground she was on her way to the nearest of the accident cars while I started urging people near the cars to get clear and stay clear. 

    The front end of one car had been accordioned into a compacted wad of leaking metal and the driver was slumped over the wheel. Doris reached in to check his pulse and seemed not to find one, because she almost immediately headed for the upside-down car. 

    I took a turn looking for a pulse, as well. Nope. Nothing. 

    "Ed!" yelled Doris. 

    Turning away from herding people, I saw Doris waving at me, so I jogged over there. I could see her problem before I arrived. The roof of the car had crushed inward badly and we'd have to remove the door to get at the driver. 

    "Door's jammed," she said. "I can yank the door off or hold the car to keep it from sliding, but not both." 

    "I'll hold the car steady. Go for it." 

    She got a grip on the door and gave it a heave. It came off in her hands, sending one of the hinge bolts flying at the other car. It spanged off the wreckage and skittered to a stop between two onlookers, one of whom picked it up with awe. 

    Doris tossed the door aside and leaned into the car. We could see that the driver --still suspended in his seat by his seat belt --was unconscious and bleeding profusely, and Doris again asked me to help by supporting his legs as she gently lifted him out. 

    Tendrils of smoke rose from somewhere in the overturned car. Better to have it burn in the middle of the street instead of on the sidewalk in front of a drugstore. After helping Doris get the man to the sidewalk, I returned to the car. 

    When I began to lift the car, it sagged groaningly, made popping and snapping noises, and began to come apart in my hands. Doris left the man on the sidewalk and came to help as I began shoving the car into the middle of the street. 

    With a great deal of noise from the car's dragging roof, we shoved the dead car out to the yellow line some distance from the other wrecked vehicle. There was a broad puddle of oil and a trail of anti-freeze under the front end of the car and a trickle of gasoline under the rear. Instead of flowing toward the gutter, the gasoline followed the incline of the hill between the yellow lines, spreading itself out some at the intersection, and then continued flowing downhill. 

    A uniformed cop arrived, saying that he'd had to park his car almost a block away. He checked out the man in the upright wreck and jogged over to the guy on the sidewalk, then radioed a situation report. 

    Maybe someone downhill just hadn't quite been able to resist the temptation of flowing gasoline. A trail of fire flowed uphill along the gas trail and a woman screamed, "Fire! Fire!" 

    People cleared the street a helluva lot faster than they had before, but they didn't retreat beyond the sidewalks. 

    With a great 'whoomp!' the rear of the upside-down car jumped slightly and became a fireball and the cop had to change his radio report as he was giving it. 

    A second cop showed up with a similar story about parking difficulties. He conferred with the first cop, then applied himself to crowd control as the first cop tried to help the injured man. When a third cop appeared, he and one of the others tried vainly to make a path for an ambulance. 

    "Doris," I said, "They have a street full of witnesses. Do you want to stay here and fill out paperwork?" 

    "No. We've done what we can and one of these guys knows me. Let's let the uniforms handle things. Back to the roof?" 

    "Too many people. We'd be noticed. Let's go through the drugstore and take the elevator to the roof, then hop over to our building." Just as I said that, a car ignored the cops and tried to slip past the burning wreck. The cops yelled and someone in the crowd tossed a water bottle that bounced off the car's windshield. 

    "A distraction," said Doris. "Let's go." We ducked into the drugstore. As we passed the electronics counter, a clerk seemed to be rather frantically messing with a video camera. He didn't look up as we passed. When we got off the elevator on the fifteenth floor, there seemed to be no way to go any further up without ruining a locked door. 

    "Can't break and exit," said Doris. "That's as bad as breaking and entering." 

    "So we'll stroll around a bit and look for another way out. Failing that, we can tiptoe out of here later." 

    A janitor encountered us near the elevator. He peered at us for a moment, then asked if we were looking for a way to the roof. 

    Doris asked, "The roof? Why would we want to go to the roof?" The guy grinned and grunted a short laugh. 

    "Well," he said, "I seen y'all workin' down there in the street and I seen how ya'll jumped down off the roof acrost the way. I figger y'all wouldn't be way up here atall 'cept to get away from all the ruckus downstairs, so that means y'all are prob'ly lookin' for a way to get to the roof." He jangled his key ring and added, "And I got the keys right here. Y'all wanna go up to the roof or not?" 

    "Sure do," I said. "Thanks." 

    He nodded and led the way to the door. We thanked him again and shook his hand as he held the door open for us, then he followed us onto the roof and leaned on the door as I picked up Doris and prepared to jump. 

    "By the way," he said, "If'n y'all ever need to come in or go out this way agin, you might just gimme a call after four and before midnight. That's my shift." 

    He recited a pager number. We thanked him again and I hopped us across to our building's rooftop. When I put Doris down and we turned to look back, he gave us a little wave --we waved back, of course --and then he turned to go back inside the building as casually as if he'd been taking a smoke break. The police and fire people seemed to have things under control in the street. The fire had been put out and a small group of paramedics was wheeling a pair of gurneys onto the scene as a news crew from some media office in a nearby building filmed the event. 

    "Glad we got away before the hounds arrived," I said. Doris looked at me quizzically. I pointed at a guy with a shoulder-mounted camera on the sidewalk below. 

    "Oh. Reporters, you mean." 

    "Yeah, them." 

    "You don't like the idea of being a news item?" 

    "No. Famous people can't even take a leak in peace." She shrugged slightly and said, "Could be we won't have a choice after today. That clerk in the drugstore was aiming a camera out the window before we went in." 

    "Yeah, I saw him messing with it. Looked as if something wasn't working and he was trying to fix it when we went by." 

    "I guess we'll find out later." 

    Find out we did, when we went back to the offices downstairs. The TV by the coffee bar was on and a small crowd had gathered around it. Upon our arrival we were told by one of the other operatives that the Ed and Doris show was on. 

    Doris groaned and muttered, "Oh, hell." 

    Channel 9 had been the high bidder, I guess. They had the exclusive tape on the incident, and the other stations who showed the footage left the little

"9" logo on the bottom right of the screen as a credit. The clerk in the drugstore had grabbed one of the video cameras, loaded it, and begun filming through the drugstore window right after the wreck. The camera had been pointing at the upright wreck and had caught our landing at the bus stop, as well as everything else we'd done. We'd even been filmed as we'd boarded the elevators in the drugstore's building. 

    "Well, damn," I said. "I guess I'll take my phone off the hook for a while." 

    Doris chuckled at me as the phone in her office rang. Her assistant, Angie, answered it, then yelled to Doris that someone from Channel 9 wanted an interview. 

    Doris said, "Take a number and say I may call back," then she muttered, 

"When hell freezes." 

    She looked less than thrilled, and I grinningly took my turn at chuckling at her. 

    "Heh. See? Maybe my phone isn't going to be the problem. Someone recognized you, ma'am. I'm still Mister Mystery." 

    "Not for long, smartass. If they've managed to find me this quickly, they'll find you, too." 

    "Huh-uh. Nope. I'm not the one with the gorgeous legs and a skirt that rode up when she knelt by the injured man. Guess I'm just not news. See ya." Angie said, "Uh, no, not quite. Look," and pointed at the TV. On the screen I was shoving the upside-down car sideways to the middle of the street, then Doris stepped into the scene. As soon as she did, the camera zoomed in on her legs and butt. 

    "See?" I said. "No sweat. Wow! Look at those legs." Angie muttered, "He shouldn't have zoomed on your legs like that, Doris." I said, "Any man would, Angie. We can't help it, y'know. Wow, just look at

'em. Doris, this could be your ticket to show biz." Doris snapped, "Enough about my legs, both of you." Grinning, I said, "Doris, if you don't return their call, they'll come looking for you." 

    She nodded and sighed, "Yeah. I know. Quiet, now. I have to think about what to say." 

    Angie asked, "You're not really going to give them an interview?" 

    "If I don't, there's no telling what they'll say." 

    "Or what they'll ask if you do," said Angie. "I wouldn't do it. What do you think, Ed?" 

    "You already know what I think. I'm getting the hell out of here before they show up. You're on your own, ladies." 

    Angie said, "Oh, hey! Someone said you have a new car, Ed. I was absolutely shocked. Stunned, you could almost say." She grinned at Doris and Doris grinned back. I sighed. 

    "Yeah, well, don't be," I said, "It's a new old car; an '84 Olds Eighty-Eight that's already given emergency rides to four owners of this year's models. How much are your car payments, Angie?" 

    "My what?" She rolled her eyes and said, "Oh. Oh, God; way too much. Over

$450.00 a month." 

    "Plus full coverage insurance, I'll bet," I said. "I have a garage-kept, fully loaded, completely operational 1984 luxury car that cost me about two of your car payments. Liability insurance only, with a low deductible. Cars are just money holes and new cars are the worst kinds of money holes. Your first two years of payments go to cover profits and interest." 

    "Are you sure you aren't just saying that because you can't afford one?" Doris interjected, "Nah, he can afford one. I think he really believes this stuff." 

    "Oh, he does, ma'am," I said with a laugh. "See you on Monday. Gee, that accident is still tying up the entrance to our garage, isn't it? Good thing I didn't drive to work today. Oh, wait! Didn't you ladies drive to work? You could be here a while, I bet. Bye!" 

    Both ladies reflected the shock of realizing the truth of my statement. They went to the windows to see how cleanup efforts below were going. I retrieved my orange road-crew vest with hyper-reflective strips all over it from the coat rack and tied it to my backpack, then went to the roof. Lifting into the sky in the direction of Mesquite, I dodged a few of the taller buildings until I was clear of downtown Dallas, then I stayed low, only a few hundred feet up. 

    A near-miss at night by a small plane had made me realize that I could be hard to see in the air. Funny how things like that don't always occur to you until something brings them to your attention. I'd heard the plane, then seen its oncoming lights and descended a bit. The plane had seemed to follow me down and had missed me by inches. 

    Flight is still new to me in some ways. Although I can reach speeds barely in excess of Mach 4 in a flat-out dash, I discovered quickly that clothes don't handle such speeds well. Also, without expandable energy storage "tanks" like April and Sara had, both my speed and strength are rather limited. Full speed for thirty minutes leaves me feeling washed out and dead tired for the thirty minutes or so it takes to recharge enough to function in hard Texas sunlight with my shirt off. 

    It doesn't seem to matter where the energy comes from. I can bask in the sun for a while or soak up electricity or stick my hands in a fire. As I said, I can't store as much energy as the ladies, but as long as there's a source of raw energy of some sort, I can recharge pretty quickly. 

    Doris linked with me and said in a softly accusing tone, "Ed, you hit the road without even asking if I wanted some company this evening. I'm feeling rather slighted at the moment." 

    "Well, do you want some company? I can turn around." Her laugh came through our link. 

    "Nah. I just wanted to beat you over the head with it. Something's come up here at the office and I can't get away just yet, anyway. Ever hear of Dennis Malloy?" 

    "Nope. What's up?" 

    "Not Malloy. He's dead. They found him in a dumpster while we were out of the office. Somebody knifed him." 

    "Uh, huh. Who was Malloy and how should I respond to this, um... grave... news, Doris?" 

    "Very funny. Malloy was an informant, Ed. A good one who seemed to be trying to buy back a level of decency. He used to deal in hot jewelry, but when he got out of prison, he tried to go straight." 

    "Well, that's unusual. Good for him, of course. Again..." 

    "Yeah, yeah. Respond by being available this evening, okay? I may have a job for you." 

    "When am I not available for you, Doris? I'm at your beck and call night and day, you know. Sometimes I sit by the phone for hours, hoping in vain that you'll call and..." 

    Her bark of mental laughter was followed by, "Oh, Jesus, enough, please! I just wanted to let you know that you may be called back in." 

    "Okay. I won't make any plans that I can't break." 
Chapter Three

    The road to my farm isn't the empty stretch of blacktop Interstate service road that it was when I first saw it in 1966. 

    A few condos had been installed nearby in the seventies and a few fancy houses appeared in the eighties, but all of them are still half a mile from my barbed wire fences that keep Don Vine's cattle on his and my properties. I dropped out of the sky at Wanda's little gas station and store and walked in to find Wanda Mae behind the counter. She reached into the cooler and handed me a Dr Pepper as I approached the register and plopped a dollar on the counter. 

    "Hi, Ed. Joey's back," she said, referring to her oldest son as she made change. 

    "Is that good news this time?" 

    She shook her head and said, "Nope. The damned dummy's only here 'cause Oklahoma's after him. Tickets, again. Six of 'em. He just don't seem to learn." 

    I grunted sympathetically and pretended to notice something on a magazine cover as a way of dropping the subject. 

    Wanda asked, "You looking for Don?" 

    "Nah. Just dropped in on the way home. I'm going to check the fenceline on the way in. There's more construction to the south. The damned condos are getting too close these days." 

    "Y'all ain't been selling land to those vultures, I hope?" 

    "Nope. Brenda and I won't part with an inch of it. Somebody's brats have been cutting across the property on dirtbikes again." 

    "Damn. This is... what? The third time? Fourth? Do I wanna know what you're gonna do about it?" 

    "It's the fifth time, and no, you don't want to know." I finished my Dr Pepper as we chatted, then I lifted in the direction of my farm to pick up some new fence wire. The first thing on my list was to discover where the little snots had torn down the cattle fence this time. Chasing cattle was admittedly easier when you could fly, and being able to pick up an errant cow and fly her back to the farm was a definite plus, but I was worried that someone would hit one on the service road. As I approached the house, I saw Brenda on the porch. I waved as I headed to the barn for some new fence wire and a couple of cardboard boxes, then I went to locate the bike trails and followed them to the northeast, toward the service road, until I spotted the gap in the fence. 

    Knotting the broken ends of the fence wire into loops, I spliced them with bits of new wire, then followed the bike trails to the other hole in the fenceline. It was at the other end of a direct, katty-corner line to the condos, half a mile away at the bottom of the hill. 

    Same thing there; all three lines down, neatly cut dead center between the poles. After repairing the wires, I took a moment to study where the bikers appeared to have gone from there. Or to have come from in the first place, I suppose. 

    A thick grove of scrub oaks stood between my property and the condos, but apparently bulldozers had begun scraping some of them away to ready an area for another spate of building. 

    The cleared areas were heavily laced with bike trails, but it appeared that the bikers had cut a path of their own among the remaining trees in order to get to my fence, and that particular area looked to me like a perfect place to set a trap. 

    After weaving bunches of small branches together and wiring them onto my boots to conceal the soles, I returned to the grove just before nightfall and picked a spot where the bike trails converged in a narrow gap between some of the trees before the start of the straightaway trail that led uphill to my fence. 

    Using what's called a 'shooter' shovel --I have no idea why --I dug a foot-wide, foot-deep, yard-long trench about a yard to one side of the tire tracks' usual path, slinging the dirt well into the surrounding grove. I then pulled some branches down to block the usual trail and redirect the bikers into the trench. After placing strips of cardboard over the trench, a few leaves and some dirt concealed the trap well enough. 

    From the direction of the construction site came the sound of breaking glass. I hung the shovel in the top of a tree, took off my improvised snowshoes, and then lifted and drifted in that direction to see what was going on. 

    Hovering above one of the half-completed condos, I spotted the source of the noise. Three late-teens were throwing rocks and beer bottles at some uninstalled windows that had been placed inside the incomplete garage between the condos. 

    As another window shattered, I landed and walked around the side of the garage saying, "I think it came from over here. You take a look in the back. I'll take the front." 

    The brats scattered like rats. Three dirt bikes cranked up and one left a long streak of burned rubber on the concrete floor of the garage. Another one came out of the garage doing a wheel stand that lasted all the way to the end of the driveway. 

    The three bikes headed up the hill toward the grove, their riders whooping and laughing all the way. The leader of the pack hopped his bike over some small obstacle and turned to enter the narrow zone between the trees with the other two close behind. 

    When the leader saw the branches blocking his usual route, he naturally swerved to avoid them and hit the brakes. His front wheel plunged through the light covering over the trench and was stopped instantly when it hit the end of the trench. 

    The bike's rear went high into the air on a bit of an angle, bucking the rider a few yards to one side of where the bike landed upside-down. I heard the front forks snap loudly and the idle of the engine as the still-spinning back wheel struck the ground and bounced. The bike fell to rest on its side, still running. 

    In an effort to avoid running over his buddy, one of the other bikers cut too hard to the right and rammed into the thicket. The other one had nowhere to go and couldn't stop. He drove right over the first bike's wreckage and he and his bike went sailing into the air fairly spectacularly. A low branch caught him in the chest and took him off the flying bike, which didn't land too well. The front wheel turned sharply and the bike did a somersault before slamming to the ground, still in gear. Its back wheel made contact with the ground and the bike lurchingly climbed up the trunk of one of the warped little trees. When the wheel touched the ground again, the bike tried to lunge forward against its twisted front wheel and wound up killing the engine as it bucked itself into the air, then fell flat on its side. 

    I lifted and flitted over to my fence, then made a production of climbing through it and jogging down the hillside. 

    "Is anybody hurt?" I yelled, "Should I call an ambulance?" One of the guys saw me coming and said, "Oh, shit!" The leader rolled over and sat up, glaring at me. The guy who'd caught the branch in the chest was trying to breathe and the other one was already on his feet, even though his knees weren't too steady. 

    "Who the hell are you?" asked the leader. 

    Ignoring his question, I said, "Damn, that bike's gonna need a whole new front end, isn't it?" 

    His voice was ominous. "Did you dig this hole?" I went over to look into the trench as I asked "Me?" Looking toward the condos, I asked, "You guys been doing anything that would really piss off construction people?" 

    He ignored my question and started trying to pull his bike out of the trench. It was wedged tightly, so I reached to help pull it up as he pulled back. The front wheel was warped and dangled from one of the shock absorbers. A certain amount of swearing and kicking of machinery occurred over the next few minutes as they checked out the other bikes. After a while I observed aloud that there wasn't much that I could do to help, then walked back up the hill. 

    As soon as I was over the crest of the hill, I dropped flat and crept back to watch what they'd do next. Thinking someone was checking around the condos, they didn't want to go back down the hill, and it didn't appear that they wanted to try going up the hill dragging two dead bikes. The bikes probably weighed around three hundred pounds each. Only the one that had stopped in the thicket looked capable of rolling anywhere. The leader commandeered it and roared away toward the service road. When the other two guys sat down to wait, I took the opportunity to go get a beer and call the cops about bikers near the construction site, then returned to the fence to watch. 

    A pickup truck arrived shortly and drove around the side of the hill to the fallen bikes. As the guys strained to heave one of the bikes up and into the truck, the cops showed up in two cars. 

    One drove up the construction path and the other drove along the tracks in the grass that had been made by the pickup. 

    Whatever answer came back to the cops on their radio made them stiffen up and turn businesslike. The guys were allowed to finish loading the bikes into the truck, then they were put into the back seat of one of the cop cars and were taken away. 

    The remaining cop took the keys out of the truck and then got the keys from the bikes, dropped them all in baggies, and then took down the plate numbers on all the vehicles. 

    After rolling up the truck windows and locking the doors, he drove his car in the direction of the construction site, where he stopped and spent some time looking around. When he didn't seem to be looking in the right places, I flitted down there and tossed a landscaping pebble into the garage that had the long black streak on the floor. 

    When the pebble rattled across the garage floor, the cop whipped around and followed the sound. I hovered above the oak grove and watched as he found the black streak and the broken windows in the garage. 

    Leaving the cop to his own devices, I headed back to the house, retrieving my shovel from the grove. The way the cops had hauled the three bikers away made me think that they'd probably have to find somewhere else to play in the future. 
Chapter Four

    It was a quarter to eight as I put the shovel back in the barn. I linked to Doris and asked if she'd made it out of the office yet. 

    "No, I'm still here," she said. "Malloy's sister showed up downstairs asking about him. The clerk caught the name and called me. I told him to send her up." 

    "Doris, you haven't worked for the PD for almost a year. Why aren't you letting the cops handle it? They'll probably see this as interagency interference." 

    "I have my reasons. Tell you later, if I have to call you in on it. Bye for now." 

    I 'heard' her telling someone to have a seat just before she unlinked us. Hm. Good 'nuff, then. I headed for my barn apartment and opened a beer, then tossed myself on the couch to see if there was anything worth watching on the tube. 

    Flip. Flip. Flip. Nope. Nothing I wanted to see or hadn't already seen. Whups, wait one. Back a channel. A womens' Beach Volleyball tourney. Fine, tanned young women in bikinis scampering around and occasionally straining heroically to bash a white ball over a net. Yeah. That would do. For about half an hour I watched solid-bodied young women slap the ball around. Lithe, strong, and determined women; the kind of people who incessantly try to operate at close to one hundred percent in whatever they do. 

    I tried to decide whether that was a quality or a curse as I watched one of the bikini-clad amazons dive halfway across the court in a desperate attempt to get under the ball. She wound up wearing a considerable amount of sand and nursing a sore elbow as her teammates continued the play. She got to her feet while still shaking off the hard landing and managed twice more to keep the ball in play before someone slammed it over the net to the sand on her team's side. She then stoically took her position for the next serve. 

    Great legs. Great form in general. One in particular had long brunette hair tied out of her way in a pony tail. Her gaze was as sharp as a knife and she seemed to regard the game in progress as a deathmatch. I wondered if she had an intellect to match the rest of her qualities. Probably, since they were college teams. If she applied herself to business in the same manner... A knock at the door broke my musings. I went to open it and found Brenda standing in darkness on my porch. 

    "You might want to replace that light bulb," she said. 

    "It's on my do list," I said, opening the screen door, "Summer nights in Texas aren't much different from summer days, are they? Just a little darker." 

    "If you mean the heat; no, they aren't. I see you're watching the educational stuff tonight." 

    "You betcha. College teams. Brains all over the place." Laughing, Brenda said, "Brains. Right. In bikinis, no less. Well, at least it isn't a jiggle show. Those girls don't seem to jiggle at all, do they? Got another beer?" 

    Brenda sat down on the sofa chair as I fetched her a beer and asked, "Why do you still drink beer, Ed? Enhancees can't get a buzz from drinking, can they?" 

    As I brought her the beer, I said, "No, they can't. I have an Ice House now and then for the same reason I have a Dr Pepper now and then; I feel like it." 

    Nodding understandingly, Brenda settled into the chair. Some minutes later she tipped her bottle at the screen and asked, "What do you bet they're all hard-core lesbians?" 

    "I'm not dating any of them, so why should I care? They look great and put on a good show." 

    A window box formed that obscured a quarter of the screen and some putz of an announcer babbled excitedly about the last play and mentioned that the score was twenty to seventeen between attempts to inject 'color' into his cliche-ridden blather. 

    "Aw, shut up and get off the screen," I said. Brenda snickered and asked, "Is he blocking your view?" 

    "Damned right he is. We don't need announcers anyway. All they'd have to do is run a bar across the bottom with scores." 

    One of the women served the ball and a flurry of activity centered around the net for a few moments, then the ball hit the sand and an air horn sounded as some of the crowd cheered and some looked disgruntled. A guy with a small child in his arms walked out to the woman I'd been admiring the most and the three of them shared a group hug for a moment as the announcer introduced the man as her husband and the child as her daughter. Brenda's eyebrow went up and she said, "Well, maybe one of them isn't a lesbian, then. But look at the others. Women don't get that way naturally, Ed." 

    "Maybe these women haven't bought the party line that says to be soft and fluffy and docile." 

    She giggled. "Soft and fluffy? Docile?" 

    "Yeah. The Snow White syndrome. Frog kissing. All that. Women like them aren't likely to buy that kind of 'your prince will come' bullshit." Brenda snickered and said, "No, not likely. Take a look at the blonde on the right. I'll bet that one isn't into princes at all. May be she's into princesses, though." 

    "Yeah? How do you tell? Excellent legs and arms. No boobs to speak of, but I never cared much about boobs anyway. Those bods come from sweating gallons and playing hard, that's all. What is it about her that makes you think she's a lesbian?" 

    "Her eyes. She's eyeballing the other team members." 

    "So? You are, too, and you aren't a lesbian... Unless there's something you haven't mentioned to Frank and me." 

    "Cute. I mean... Well, she looks at other women like a man looks at women." 

    I shrugged and sipped my beer, then said, "Maybe you're right. We're back to 'so what?', aren't we? I'll never hold going down on a woman against anybody." 

    Brenda snickered, then sighed and said, "It doesn't really matter. I was just making an observation." 

    When she didn't add anything and said nothing for some time, I asked, 

"What's on your mind, Brenda?" 

    Glancing away from the TV, she shifted position and pulled her feet up under her on the chair. When that position didn't seem to work, she put them back on the floor. 

    "I don't know," she said, "Frank's up in the computer room and I saw your lights on. Sometimes living on a farm is boring, you know. I just wanted some company." 

    "You got it, then. Anything in particular bugging you?" 

    "I didn't say anything was bugging me. I just said I needed some company." 

    "Ah, so you did. My mistake." 

    I flipped channels in search of something else worthy of attention for a few moments. Brenda watched the screen for a while, then her gaze seemed to focus on nothing as she stared in the general direction of the desk. Some show involving more scantily clad women chattering in Spanish held my attention for a few seconds. I was about to flip channels again when Brenda spoke. 

    "At least those women had real curves," she muttered. "Those women were positively overweight by American standards." 

    "Well, then, to hell with American standards," I said. "They look pretty healthy to me. Not a bunch of coat racks with breast implants. Some of 'em put on makeup with a trowel, though." 

    Nodding with a short laugh, she said, "Yeah, they do. But you're right; at least they didn't look like anorexia patients, did they? That one on the end was actually a little hefty." 

    'Ah, ha,' I thought. 'We're having some kind of an image problem tonight, maybe?' 

    "Brenda, what's bothering you?" 

    She looked up from her barely-touched beer and gazed at me as if wondering whether she should let me in on some secret, then she asked, "Am I still attractive, Ed?" 

    "Sure. I'd be interested if you weren't married and both of us were enhanced, Brenda." 

    She continued to gaze at me with essentially the same expression and asked, "Truthfully? You aren't just saying that?" Grinning, I said, "You know me, Bren. If I don't want to answer a question, I just find some painless way to duck it. If I don't mind answering, I tell it like it is; and in this case, that means that if you were enhanced, I'd lick you like a happy puppy, then I'd bang you like a drum, ma'am. Super or not, you'd be walking funny for a week." 

    Reddening a bit, her snicker became a giggle, then a chuckle, then she laughed explosively. Good. Just the reaction I'd wanted. I could have asked if things were all right between her and Frank, but I didn't. Let her find her own way to express her problems, then explain them to me if she would. I'd play the dummy and she'd have to explain matters so well that she'd be unable to avoid hearing her own words. 

    Brenda bit her lip and fidgeted for a time, then sucked hard on her beer and fidgeted some more. 

    "I think I'm turning into a damned blimp," she said, then she looked at me quickly, pointed at me, and said, "And don't duck this one, okay?" Shrugging, I said, "You've gained maybe fifteen permanent pounds since high school. Big deal. I've seen your yearbook, and you were skinny back then. Now you're past forty and you're finally starting to fill out a bit, which is what happens if you don't run your ass off every day. Don't worry about it. You look damned good to me, Brenda." 

    She regarded me skeptically for a moment, then said, "I think Frank's lost interest in me, Ed. He hasn't said so, but..." She let her sentence trail off. 

    "Well, he's over forty, too, and you've been together for nearly twenty years. You've each heard everything the other has to say about everything. You've seen each other naked fairly often, too. No mysteries left." She nodded slightly and asked, "And if that's the problem, what can I do about it? What would you do?" 

    "Hm. Unlike you, I don't have any reason to avoid variety." Brenda took a long drink of her beer and sat pensively for some time before asking, "So that's your best answer to this kind of problem? Go out and get a new one?" 

    "It always worked for me. 'Course, I moved around a lot in my previous jobs, so the issue of over-familiarity never really came up for me, and nowadays, with April, Doris, and Sara, I never seem to have time to get bored." 

    Her smile was bleak and wry. 

    "No, I guess you wouldn't. Any closing advice? I'm going back to the house, I think." 

    Advice, she called it. Yeah, well, maybe it was, after a fashion; she wanted a man's viewpoint or she would have talked to one of her girlfriends about it. 

    She finished her beer and got up to take the bottle to the kitchen, then headed for the front door, where she stopped to look back at me. I let her see me eyeballing her, of course. 

    I said, "You might try talking to Frank. Maybe start wearing something a bit more dramatic than a housedress or jeans; something like short skirts or shorts. Put on shorts and count the male looks you get if you need some second opinions. Legs like yours don't go unnoticed, I guarantee that." Something another woman had done to rejuvenate her marriage came to my mind and I added, "Do something exciting. Different. We've got some privacy out here. Start swimming naked at night. Dump your swimsuit, then dare him to dump his. Bang him on the pier. Stuff like that. Daring little things that'll make his blood move a little faster." 

    She gave me a rather skeptical look that said 'typical male thinking' and grinningly asked, "Are you sure you aren't just hoping I'll do that so you can watch?" 

    Returning her grin, I said, "You could schedule your spur of the moment events for when I'm not here, y'know." 

    "I think it may take a little more than a short skirt or a midnight swim to fix things, Ed." 

    I nodded. "Maybe, but it's a start, and the skirts and other stuff will alert Frank that something's up. They'll probably get you laid more often and they could open the door for discussions without your having to confront Frank about being bored with you. In this kind of thing, you definitely don't want to put him on the defensive. That'll just make things worse. Tell him that you're tired of yourself, that you plan to do something about it, and ask him what he'd like to see you wear. If he doesn't have a ready answer, just avoid wearing anything that he's already seen. Get some new stuff. Show some skin a few times a week." 

    Brenda seemed to ponder that for a moment, then pulled the door open. For another moment, she stood there gazing at me, then nodded and said, "Thanks," and left the apartment. 

    I stood up to go to the kitchen and spotted her through the window. She was heading toward the house at a snail's pace, her hands clasped behind her back and her gaze fixed on the ground in apparent thought. I got another beer and opened it. When I looked out the kitchen window again, I saw that she'd changed course. Brenda was now headed for the pond. 

    Illuminated only by the single 40-watt bulb at the middle of the pier and the bug zapper's pale blue light, she stopped at the end of the pier, looked back toward my apartment, and then looked up at Frank's computer room window. On the four-foot-wide pier was half of a plastic porch table that had been more or less permanently attached to a pier piling. Next to the table and leaning against another piling was a stack of six plastic lawn chairs. Taking a chair off the top of the stack, Brenda set the chair next to the table, sat down in it and seemed to consider things for a few moments, then she put the chair back on the stack and used her hip to shove the stack off the pier. 

    In the quiet darkness the column of chairs made a relatively tremendous splash, of course. Frank opened the window to look out, then he called Brenda's name. 

    Brenda stood by the table as she yelled, "I'm fine, Frank! I just knocked the chairs into the water! Bring me a towel!" 

    "They'll be there tomorrow!" yelled Frank. Brenda pulled her dress off over her head and tossed it on the table before yelling back, "No, I'm getting them out now! Bring me a towel!" She then took off her bra, tossed it on her dress, and stood gloriously almost-naked for a moment before she held her nose and hopped off the pier into the water. 

    Even at that distance and in that poor light, I could see that her nipples had been erect like stubby erasers, and I felt like yelling, "Yeah, lady! Go, Brenda! Get some tonight!" 

    Frank glanced my way. I waved my beer at him. He ducked back inside and shortly hurried out the front door, carrying the requested towel. I stepped outside into the darkness of my porch and had to hissingly call his name twice to get him to detour in my direction. 

    As he neared me, I whispered, "You should have brought two towels, Frank." He gave me a quizzical look and asked, "What?" 

    "Trust me. I'm going to issue you a couple of beers and another towel. Just wait right there." 

    I brought out my backpack, the towel, and the beers and said, "See ya. Give her a good time, man. I'm going into town." 

    Frank looked back at the pond for a moment, then turned to face me again. 

    "What the hell's going on, Ed?" 

    "Just go with it, Frank. It's important to her. Now get moving. I'm gonna go shoot some pool or something." 

    With that, I pulled my door shut and lifted off the porch in the direction of Dallas. Frank watched me go for a moment, then turned and jogged toward the pond. 

    Brenda had shoved a few of the chairs onto the deck and had climbed out of the water to restack them, her body glistening wetly in the almost surreal lighting of the pier. Her really nice body, I noted; not fat and not skinny. I'd seen her drop her robe in skyclad circle rituals often enough; it was no big deal when surrounded by a dozen other nude people who were wrapped up in the spiritual mechanics of calling a circle. 

    This nudity was different, and in a rather exciting way. This nudity had been carefully deliberated and contrived by a woman who wanted her man to notice her for a change, and --possibly to add a level to her excitement -she'd decided to ignore the fact that I might be watching her antics as she set about getting laid. 

    When Brenda skinned out of her clingingly translucent panties, Frank stopped in openmouthed startlement at the beginning of the pier, glanced up at me, and then hurried toward Brenda. Like I said, it was a different kind of nakedness. 
Chapter Five

    Two hundred feet is high enough to clear most power lines and other common obstacles. It pays to know where the radio and microwave towers are, too, if you intend to use any speed at night, but I was in no hurry. The purpose of my leaving had only been to provide Frank and Brenda some privacy. Blaring techno music came from a westbound convertible below me on I-30. I matched speeds with the car and had a look inside. Three young women, probably on their way into Dallas to party a bit. 

    Well, the music was right for my mood and I had half a beer left, so I swept down to hover about thirty feet above them. That car had hellacious speakers; the sound easily reached me above the noise of the wind. I was taking a sip of beer when one of the ladies laughingly tilted her head back, saw me, and screeched something about "one of them!" as she turned in her seat to point up at me. 

    The car wavered as all of them looked up, then the woman in the passenger seat squeaked and the driver switched her gaze back to the road to bring the car back off the shoulder. 

    I waved at the women. The front passenger side brunette waved back briefly before the blonde driver grabbed her arm and yammered something at her. The brunette yanked her arm away and grinningly waved at me again. I waved back again. 

    The music stopped. There was some squabbling in the front seat, then the music started again and stopped again. The squabbling continued for a moment, then the passenger waved at me to come closer as the car pulled off the road. Floating alongside, I said, "Hi, ladies. I was helping you listen to your radio on the way into town." 

    The blonde driver said in a snippy tone, "It's a CD player, not a radio. If you want music, why the hell don't you get yourself a Walkman?" Woo. Lots of attitude, there. 

    I made a point of noticing, but not mentioning, the ring through her eyebrow as I said, "No need, with you entertaining half of Dallas County. Besides, those pissy little headphones don't stay on at Mach two." She blinked and asked, "Mach what?" 

    A brunette in the back seat said, "It's twice the speed of sound, Becky." Looking at me, she said, "You look kinda old to be into techno music." Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, well, you look kinda young to be drinking from a paper bag, and what you're calling techno used to be called disco, but some dumbshit in the eighties said that disco was dead, so they had to rename it when they brought it back. What you were listening to had parts of a Donna Summer song mixed into it." 

    Becky asked, "How the hell would wunna those aliens know anything about Earth music? He's fulla shit. Let's go." 

    "No, wait!" said the brunette. "I've heard of Donna Summer. She was real big a long time ago." 

    Laughing, I asked, "'A long time' is what to you? Two years? Three, maybe?" 

    "Yeah, well," said Becky, "She isn't big now, is she? Why were you following us really, mister alien? You a cop?" 

    Finishing my beer, I said, "Told you; I'm not an alien. Not a cop, either. I was just following the music into Dallas. See ya." There was a roadcrew trash bag about fifty feet away from the car. I pitched my beer bottle at it and watched the bottle skitter to a halt next to the bag. Good enough. They'd find it. 

    As I started to lift away, the brunette passenger yelled, "Hey! 

Waitaminnit!" 

    Stopping about twenty feet above them, I waited. 

    "You wanna go to a club?" she asked. 

    Becky whipped around and asked, "What the hell are you doing, Millie?" Millie swatted the blonde's hand away and looked up at me, waiting for an answer. 

    "No rap?" I asked. "No whiny-assed country stuff?" 

    "Maybe a little rap. Probably not. No country, for sure." 

    "Sounds okay so far." 

    The blonde screechingly whispered, "We don't know this guy, Millie! Let's just go!" 

    I grinned as I descended to stand beside the car. 

    "What's in it for you?" I asked Millie. "How come you're going against your buds here and being nice to me, Millie?" 

    Millie opened the car door and got out. She was about five-seven and nicely structured, but her packaging wasn't to my taste. Tall white boots, a too-tiny white miniskirt, and a lace blouse over a white bra. Way too much makeup. Still, she had fine legs and spine enough to go her own way in things. She asked, "Can you carry me? I'll tell you where to go." Becky shouted, "Millie! Get your ass back in this car! No way are you gonna run off with this fuckin' alien just 'cause he can fuckin' fly!" Millie started to say something to her, but I interrupted. 

    "Prove you're eighteen, first. I'm not going to get busted for messing with somebody's wild-child daughter." 

    She grabbed her purse from the back seat, opened it on the hood of the car, and rooted around until she fished up a small wallet, from which she pulled a Texas driver's license. She held the license in front of the headlight and pointed at it. 

    "See? Twenty-one. Twenty-two in two months." I held the license against the light to see if it was a patch job and checked the date. Yup. She seemed legal. 

    "So, where are we going?" I asked her. 

    "Millie!" shouted Becky. 

    "What?!" shouted Millie. "I wanna ride, okay?! I wanna fly! Are you my goddamned mother now?!" 

    "But he's old, Mil! He's gotta be fuckin' forty. Look at him!" 

    "I didn't say I was gonna fuck him, did I? I just wanna fly with him, okay?" 

    She turned and looked at me examiningly, then added, "And anyway, he doesn't look all that bad for an old guy." 

    Grinning at her, I used my worst Texas accent to say, "Well, gee, thanks, ma'am. Ya'll done just made my night, y'know?" Losing the accent, I added, 

"I'm fifty-three and still cute. Mom will be so proud." Millie giggled and Becky made a face of exasperation and said, "See? He's fifty-three! That's old, Mil. You wanna show up at the club with this geezer fuckin' alien?" 

    I reached down and grabbed the front bumper of the car in my left hand, then lifted. The nose of the car rose to shoulder height as Millie grabbed her purse off the hood and the women in the car screamed. 

    Grinning at Millie, I said, "The word 'old' doesn't mean what it used to, does it?" 

    "Damn!" she muttered, staring at the car. "I guess not." 

    "In that case, tell them where to meet us and let's get going. I'm getting kinda tired of being called an old alien." 

    There was a double 'whoop' of a siren and flashing lights from the other side of the Interstate. A cop car gunned it to the next median crossing and turned around. 

    Millie chattered at the others about the booze as the cop slid to a stop behind the convertible. Two cops got out and walked toward us on each side of the car. One of them came to stand a few feet from me as I peered under the car. 

    I glanced at him and said, "Hi, there. Just a minute." Letting the car down, I said to Becky, "Well, it looks okay to me. Nothing's hanging loose, anyway. Try to start it." 

    She rather staringly turned the key and the car started, of course. I pretended to listen to the engine for a moment, then turned to face the cop. 

    "I heard an obnoxious noise, so I had a look under the car. I don't hear the noise anymore, so I guess the obnoxious noise was coming from inside the car." 

    Millie giggled. Becky's mouth fell open, then snapped shut as her gaze narrowed. She glared at me, but said nothing. 

    The cop told Becky to turn off the engine, which she did. After a round of ID checks, the cops very pointedly asked the girls if everything was all right. 

    Becky and Millie assured them that everything was fine. One of the cops spotted the bottle that Becky was trying to conceal without appearing to do so. 

    "That's mine," I said, reaching for it. 

    Becky gave it up without protest. 

    "What is it?" asked the cop on the other side of the car. 

    "Booze, of course," I said. "I'm not driving, though, and I'm not underage. I'm not riding with them, either." 

    "Well, then," said the cop, "How the hell did you get out here on the Interstate? The nearest exit is four miles back." 

    His partner approached me, reaching for the bottle. 

    "Like this," I said, lifting ten feet or so and putting the bottle in my back pocket. 

    The two cops stared up at me for a moment, looked at each other, then looked back at me. 

    One said, "Uh, right. We just wanted to make sure everything was okay here." 

    I settled back to earth next to Millie and said, "Good enough, then. If we're all finished here, my date and I will be on our way. Ready, ma'am?" She slung her purse on her shoulder, grinned at me, and said, "Ready." Leaning down slightly to get an arm under her legs, I picked her up and asked, "Where to?" 

    "Club 2100," she said, glancing at the other women. "It's on Lemmon Avenue." 

    "You got it," I said, lifting us into the night sky. Waving frantically at the others, Millie yelled, "Bye! Meet you there! 

Bye!" 

    She was trembling as she stared around us. I made a slow ascent and leveled off at about two hundred feet, then headed toward downtown Dallas. When I tilted in that direction Millie squeaked and got a death grip on me. 

    "Don't worry," I said. "I haven't dropped anyone lately." Millie looked sharply into my face and quickly realized that I was teasing her. She resumed gazing around at the city. 

    She was a nice armful, but when she began chattering excitedly, her vocabulary seemed to consist mostly of current slang and the words 'like' and

'you know?' 

    As the neon letters of 'Club 2100' came into view, I felt a small sense of relief and decided that I'd know the next lady a bit better before offering her a ride. 

    Settling to a nearby rooftop, I set her on her feet and handed her the bottle of booze from my pocket. She knelt slightly to put the bottle down on the roof and her skirt rode way, way up. Millie suddenly froze, looked around herself, looked up and saw me eyeballing her thighs, and pulled her pathetically inadequate skirt down as far as it would go. Appearing somewhat alarmed, she asked, "Why are we up here?" Shrugging, I said, "To wait for your friends." 

    "Uh... I don't really think we need to wait for them, uh, up here, uh, do we? You can take me down there now, right?" 

    "If you want. I just thought you might like to make an entrance when they get here." 

    "Uh, no, that's okay. We can go down now." I picked her up again and lifted over the parking lot. 

    "Funny," I said, "You weren't worried about your skirt when I was flying you here with your legs right under my nose, but now you're nervous about me. Kind of late for that, isn't it?" 

    "That was different." 

    "Uh, huh. Bullshit, Millie. Aside from the fact that I could fly you someplace right now and do whatever I wanted with you, why the hell would I bring you to a gravel rooftop within screaming distance of the club if that's what I had in mind?" 

    Setting her down on the sidewalk, I said, "Have a nice night," then walked toward the club's doors. 

    Millie trotted a few steps to catch up and said, "Wait. I'm sorry. I didn't mean... Well, I didn't mean to..." 

    "Yeah, whatever." 

    "Well..?" She seemed to search for words, then said, "Well, you landed us on a roof!" 

    "Just forget about it, Millie. What's the cover charge?" 

    "Uh, three bucks, I think, but this is ladies night. No cover for me." The guy at the door looked us over sharply as he spotted the difference in our ages. He stopped us and checked Millie's ID, glancing sharply at me as he handed it back to her, then took my three bucks. I gave him a big grin as I put my arm around Millie's shoulders and guided us into the club. The dance floor was jammed, as was the rest of the club, and the music was pounding. They can call it whatever they want, but when they hang flashing lights and a mirror ball and play synthetic music with more than seventy-two beats per minute, it's disco. 

    A couple of beefy women came in behind us and one of them said, "Step aside, Mary," as she not very gently bulled past us. I looked at Millie and asked, "Mary?" 

    "Lesbians call any woman who isn't gay 'Mary'," she said. "That's what they call the gay guys, too. They call us straight people 'breeders'." With a glance around the people near us, I said, "Uh, huh." A couple of women were necking in a corner booth and two booths away a couple of guys were doing the same thing, but the other booths all contained mixed partners. 

    Or so it seemed. It was too dark along the walls to tell, really. Could be there were some drag queens under some of that makeup. 

    Millie put a hand on my arm and said, "Look, this isn't a gay bar. All kinds of people come here." 

    Letting my gaze fall skeptically on her, I said, "Uh, huh." 

    "It isn't! You'll see." 

    I looked around and saw a couple of guys getting cozy by the bar, but not far from them a guy and a girl were apparently trying to lick each others' 

tonsils. 

    The couples on the dance floor looked to be about evenly divided between mixed and unmixed genders. 

    What the hell. There was music and booze, if no pool table. Did I really give a damn about the clientele? I decided not. Some of the women were fairly decorative, and if I got tired of the place, I could leave and drop by my usual hangout. 

    As my gaze swept the room, a female bartender's eyes met mine for a moment, then she said something to a big guy near the bar. The guy peeled himself away from the wall and approached us through the crowd. He passed by us, went out to talk to the doorman for a moment, then headed back to his bit of wall by the bar. There he said something to the bartender, who waved at us in a 'come here' gesture. 

    Millie and I glanced at each other. I shrugged. We headed for the bar and found an opening big enough to squeeze into and I held my backpack up toward the bartender. 

    "Can I stash this behind the bar?" I asked. The bartender nodded, took my pack and put it against the back wall, then leaned to talk over the music. 

    "You're new here. First timers get one free. What'll you have?" I glanced at Millie. She asked for some drink I'd never heard of and I asked for a gin and bitter lemon. The bartender nodded and started mixing the drinks. 

    Someone bumped into me from behind. I turned, as expected, and the bumper bumped me again between my belt and my ribs. It was the big guy. He wasn't being overly friendly. He was looking for hardware. 

    "Sorry," he said, poorly masking his efforts by leaning between us for some pretzels on the bar. 

    "No problem," I said. "No guns, either." He glanced at me and nodded slightly, then returned to his post. Our drinks arrived, and since we already had a place to stand, we remained at the bar with them. 

    Being jammed together with Millie wasn't a bad feeling at all, of course. She was watching the dancers and moving with the music, and her thigh and butt made a lot of contact with me as I let my eyes travel over her face and shoulders. 

    She wasn't overly endowed, but she was definitely endowed well enough, and the skin of her shoulders seemed to be glowing softly. I remembered seeing a commercial for some kind of body lotion that would lend that effect to skin. I looked around to take my mind off the miniskirted thigh that was rubbing against me and saw the other two women from the car walk into the bar. Tapping Millie's arm, I said, "Your friends are here." She spotted them and lit up with a big grin, then said, "Back in a minute!" and started oozing through the crowd toward them. I eased away from the bar and followed her. 

    Becky saw that a small group was about to leave and zeroed in on their table. She squeezed through the crowd and nailed the table quickly as they left, waving to us to join her. 
Chapter Six

    As we chose seats, a tall, very attractive, vaguely familiar-looking brunette woman came to the table and asked if she might join us, then without waiting for an answer set her drink on the table and sat down next to me, looking steadily at the women as she did so. 

    The girls had obviously regarded her as an intrusion at first, but their expressions quickly changed to amiable acceptance and they smilingly welcomed the newcomer to the table. After the scene at the car, that puzzled me a bit. Who did she look like? Someone who did commercials for a phone company. Some TV show, too. Damn. Can't forget the serial number of the first rifle the Army issued me thirty years ago, but can't remember the name of an actress I really liked looking at. Duh. Zeta-Jones? Yeah! Sort of, anyway... 

    "Hi," she said to all of us. "I'm Stella." 

    "I'm Ed," I said. "I only know two of the others. That's Millie and that's Becky." 

    The other girl said, "I'm Cindy." 

    None of the girls reached to shake hands and Stella simply nodded at them, which seemed to make their smiles grow a bit bigger. 

    Stella looked to be in about her mid-thirties and wore a simple --but very effective --black sheath dress. Her only jewelry consisted of small silver crescent earrings and a matching small pendant on a chain, and perhaps that very lack of jewelry created an interesting contrast to other women. I wondered if her interest in me was as a potential toy or a potential obstacle. She struck up a conversation with Becky, on her right. Becky glanced past her at me with a kind of glassy expression, then nodded, but her nod was for Stella's words. 

    Becky's replying nod made the newcomer laugh softly and run her hand over Becky's hair and shoulder. 

    A few seconds later, my curiosity returned as I was listening to Millie tell me how wonderful some song was compared to some other song by the same band that she felt was 'crappy'. 

    Stella's left hand gestured as she said something about the band, then that hand fell to my thigh and rested there. I laid my hand on hers and immediately received a flash of insight that made me startle slightly and stiffen. 

    A brief vision of the two of us on a bed had passed from her to me through our touch. As soon as Millie had finished her song comparison and her attention was drawn elsewhere, I turned to look at Stella. She smiled warmly at me and squeezed my thigh firmly as she ran her fingertips down Becky's arm to the elbow. Becky turned to smile at her and said something that made the woman laugh softly again. 

    Stella leaned to lightly kiss Becky's shoulder, all the while gazing at me with that warm, knowing smile. Another vision came to me; also of us, but changed to include Becky. 

    I raised an eyebrow and gave her a wry grin, then noticed in an obvious fashion that my glass was empty. As I started to get up, her hand grasped my thigh just above the knee. 

    "You can hear me, can't you?" she asked with a small smile. As I started to lean down to answer her, I realized that she hadn't spoken aloud. It was one thing to hear the voices of April, Doris, or Sara in my head; we'd bonded during an ordeal and our intracommunications had become normal for us. It was another thing entirely to hear the brunette stranger's thoughts. 

    "I see it in your face," she said with a chuckle. "You do hear me. Good." She took her hand off my leg and seemed to study me for a moment, then put her hand back on my knee and said, "Odd. I can usually read people from a little distance. Why not you, I wonder?" 

    Aside from the fact that trying to read anything from her was like staring at a blank wall --touching or not --something about her personality bugged me. She was a great-looking woman, but her supercilious attitude put me off a bit. 

    I lifted her hand from my leg, released it, and stood up with my glass in hand. When Millie and the others looked at me, I pointed at my glass, then the bar. 

    Stella smiled that special smile again and flicked her eyebrows at me as she touched my knee under the table. Millie noticed the touch and it seemed to bother her slightly that this newcomer was taking such liberties with my knee. The brunette smiled at Millie as she "spoke" to me. Millie's eyes seemed to unfocus slightly and she turned away. 

    "Oh, this one's cute enough, but she's so average, Ed. You could do much better, I think. Do I make you nervous?" 

    I backed away from her touch and leaned over to whisper, "Yes. You do." Becky overheard my words and turned to see what was going on. Stella caught her eyes and Becky's eyes seemed to go blank for a moment before she turned back to watch the dance floor. Cindy glanced at her briefly, but her attention quickly reverted to someone she'd been watching on the dance floor. Millie had seen Stella's effect on Becky and started to rise from her chair. Stella met her gaze and Millie settled back into her seat with that same blank stare. 

    "You see what I mean?" asked Stella. "They can be nice little diversions, but they aren't really able to be the kind of company you and I require. Right now, they aren't even aware that I'm talking to you." Stella idly swept a hand in a gesture that encompassed the table and let her hand fall on Becky's shoulder. None of the girls seemed aware of the move and Stella's smile never wavered as she spoke to me aloud. 

    "So, how are you enjoying my little establishment?" Not one of the other women at the table so much as glanced at her when she spoke, although she'd asked her question loudly enough to be heard above the music. I needed a minute to think about what I was seeing and what I'd been hearing in my head. 

    Nodding slightly, I said, "The music and the booze are both fine, ma'am," and stepped back a pace before adding, "And speaking of booze, my glass is empty. Back in a minute." 

    Turning to head for the bar, I resisted the urge to glance back at the table. I thought about contacting Doris, but I didn't want to open a link near Stella. 

    On the other hand, she'd seemed surprised that she couldn't read me without being in contact, so when I was halfway to the bar, I opened the link, anyway. 

    "Doris? Got a minute?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Wow! You sound tense." 

    Setting my glass on the bar, I studied the permits on the wall behind the bar and said, "That may be because I am tense. I'll tell you about it in a minute. Right now I'm looking for something. Hold one." The Dallas County permit listed 'Stella Warn' as an executive to contact for emergencies, so I asked, "Do you have anything on a woman named Stella Warn, Doris?" 

    I spelled the name for her and she said, "The name is familiar. Just a minute. Yeah. She's a CEO in some company here in Dallas. Can't remember what the company does, though. Why? Did you run into her someplace?" The bartender took my glass as I said, "Sure did. At Club 2100. I'll send you some of the last few minutes while I order a drink. I want your impressions." 

    After reviewing the data, Doris said, "Damn. My first impression is that she's a vampire or something like that." She snickered and added, "She hasn't bitten anyone, has she?" 

    "No, but her attitude bugs the hell out of me." 

    "That's probably only because she says with a smile what we feel guilty for thinking. Admit it, Ed. For all your fancy ideals, you sometimes can't help thinking of unenhanced people as inferiors, right? Say no and I'll call you a liar, I promise I will." 

    "No comment. I'm going to see what else I can find out. Will you do the same?" 

    "Will do. I'll link you if I turn up anything. Have fun, but don't let her near your throat." 

    "Funny. Big giggle. See ya." 

    "Bye-bye." 

    My new drink arrived, but the bartender refused my money and pointed behind me. When I looked, Stella was looking back at me. She nodded. I raised my glass to her as a thank-you and moved to let someone else get to the bar. The big guy at the wall was looking at me oddly, as if trying to figure something out. 

    I eased over there and asked, "What's on your mind?" In a gravelly voice, he asked, "You a friend of Miss Warn's?" 

    "An acquaintance. I just met her a few minutes ago." He nodded, still appearing puzzled. What the hell, I was puzzled, too, although about things other than why she was buying me drinks. I headed back to the table. 

    Stella stood up as I approached, took my glass and sipped my drink, then handed it back and asked, "Why don't we go where we can talk?" I looked at the women around the table. All three seemed oblivious to anything not on the dance floor and their drinks sat untouched. I put a hand on Millie's shoulder and patted her. She glanced up lazily, smiled, then returned her gaze to the dancers. 

    "How long will they be like that?" I asked. "I'm not leaving them here while their brains are scrambled." 

    Stella smiled that warm, secret smile again and said, "They'll be fine a few minutes after I step away from the table." 

    "How far away? I mean, can we go to maybe the doorway and wait until they come out of it? I'd like to be sure." 

    She laughed and nodded. 

    "Sure. The doorway will do. Let's go." 

    As she'd said, the ladies seemed to regain their wits after a few minutes. They looked around in minor consternation. Millie noticed the empty chairs and looked around the room until she saw me by the door. Her eyes narrowed when she saw Stella smilingly standing next to me. 

    "Good enough?" asked Stella. "Can we go now?" Millie rose from her chair. I shook my head and waved at her to stay put. Her expression turned to one of startlement, then to anger as she again looked at Stella. Stella didn't even glance her way; she just took my arm and tried to lead me to the door. 

    "She thinks I'm dumping her," I said. 

    "That's because you are," said Stella. Her voice seemed intensely persuasive as she added, "She's a child. You're with me now." Face, body, smile. Her voice resonating in my head, pulling me along. I shivered and resisted the urge to yank my arm free of her hands, instead pulling my arm free gently. Stella turned to face me with a questioning look. 

    "My drink," I said. "I can't take it outside." Stella regarded me for a moment, then she put a hand on my arm and "spoke" to me as before. 

    "Set the drink down and let's go. Do I frighten you so much? I just want to talk." 

    "We're talking now," I said aloud, "And don't try to play my ego. When something feels strange enough, I pay attention, and you fordamnedsure feel kind of strange, lady." 

    She again placed a hand on my arm and said through our link, "Some people have run screaming when I've made contact like this, Ed. You aren't running. This kind of communication doesn't actually bother you in the least, does it? 

You've talked to others this way, haven't you? Why won't you talk to me this way?" 

    Her question was right on target. I spoke aloud again. 

    "Until I know who and what you are, I'd prefer to at least try to be careful, ma'am." 

    She nodded impatiently and spoke aloud this time, but with the combined persuasive power of her link to my mind. 

    "Ed, set your drink down and let's go." 

    That compelling tone was again in her voice. I felt a tremendous pull to do as she told me, but something inside me rebelled at what seemed a form of coercion. 

    More to prove that she couldn't control me than anything else --prove to her or to myself, I wondered? --I sipped my drink and said, "Not yet, Stella." 

    The look of startlement on Stella's face told me that she hadn't in the least expected me to refuse her command. I met her gaze and wondered about that, myself. The urge to obey her had been phenomenally strong; strong enough to disturb me deeply even as I refused to cooperate. 

    Her hand fell away from my arm and she simply looked at me for a moment, then she said, "Fine. Finish it. There's no hurry." She turned slightly away from me and surveyed the bar as if she owned the place. Someone bumped me and I transferred my drink to my left hand to keep it more or less inside the glass. 

    I linked with Doris and said, "Check this out. Sending more notes." After having sent the playback, I asked, "So, what the hell do you think I'm up against, here, Doris? Maybe your vampire joke wasn't all that funny." Doris's response wasn't humorous this time. 

    "I don't know, but be damned careful, Ed. Her control talent seems to be something truly unique." 

    "Well, hell, Doris. I kinda figured that out on my own." 

    "So what do you want from me? I'm a cop, not a psychic. Don't let your guard down for an instant and stick with her. I want to meet this woman. Keep her occupied until I get there and let me know where you are every little while, okay?" 

    "Sure will. If you don't hear from me... Stand by, Doris." Stella seemed to sense something. She stiffened, then suddenly turned to look directly into my eyes. I slammed my link to Doris shut just before Stella's hand wrapped around my right wrist, hoping that Doris would realize that this was a bad time to call back. 

    Looking at my drink as if to see if I'd spilled much of it, I pulled my hand free to grab a napkin off a nearby table and dried my hand as I said, 

"Sorry. Did any get on you?" 
Chapter Seven

    When I looked at Stella, I used quick glances while I scanned the rest of me for spilled booze. Her gaze never wavered from my face as her other hand fell on my arm and remained there as if attached to me. 

    Stella's sudden mental assault slammed into my mind like a fist. It was so forcefully insistent that it hurt and disoriented me. Reeling against the wall, I tried to shake off the sensations as I pried her hands free and faced her. Focusing on her forehead rather than her eyes, I grabbed her wrist with a pressure that made her eyes and mouth go wide in shock. 

    Through clenched teeth in a barely audible tone, I said, "If you ever -ever --try that mind control shit on me again, I'll-knock-you-cold. Do you understand me, lady?" 

    Her voice was tinged with the pain of her wrist as she said aloud, "I... Yes, I understand. Let go, please. You're hurting me." 

    "What you just did hurt me, lady. All of a sudden I have a headache the size of fucking Dallas." 

    A hand grabbed my wrist to yank my right hand off Stella's arm and pull it up behind my back as an arm wrapped around my throat from behind. I dropped my drink and stamped down along his shin to his instep, then brought that heel up between his legs and slammed an elbow into his gut. 

    He grunted and said, "Good moves. Say goodnight, now." Sometimes training gets in the way. I'd learned to temper my reactions by way of long hours of training with Doris and a couple of other enhancees. April and the agency were afraid that we'd seriously injure someone by accident, so they drilled us often about holding back in physical encounters. I looked at Stella. She coolly watched as her bouncer tried to choke me out, rubbing her wrist without much expression other than a raised eyebrow as I allowed him to continue trying. 

    When I at last simply pulled my right hand down from behind me, I took advantage of the bouncer's surprise to place my left hand on the wrist of his arm around my throat and pulled it downward and outward. As his arm straightened, Stella's eyes reflected her surprise at what was happening. I pulled the bouncer's arm out straight over my shoulder and offered to break his elbow if she didn't call him off. 

    The bouncer began struggling. He tried two punches to my lower back and kicked at my legs before I hauled him around in front of me and shoved him at Stella, mostly to put some kind of expression on her face, I think. I'll give the big guy some credit, here. Loyal to the end, he got an arm around Stella and managed to keep her from landing underneath him by twisting hard to land on his back. 

    People nearby had noticed the altercation and had begun to spread out and form an open area around us while the guy's arm had still been around my neck. Stella and her bouncer were now on the floor and some of the people were making alarmed noises even as they backed further away. 

    It was time to make a gesture of peace or get the hell out of there, and I didn't feel that I'd be smart to walk away without knowing a lot more than I did about Stella. 

    I extended a hand to help her up. She stared at it for a moment, then took it and got to her feet. The bouncer quickly rose to put himself somewhat between Stella and me. 

    When he reached to disengage Stella's hand from mine, she laid her left hand on his arm and shook her head. His hands immediately fell to tucking his shirt back in, but he remained standing half-between us. Stella pulled her right hand free of mine and patted his shoulder with it, then thumbed toward the bar as she whispered, "Thank you, Bobo." He nodded and went back to his place by the bar, bending once along the way to pick up my miraculously unbroken glass from the thinly-carpeted floor. She then stepped up close to me and asked, "Well, are you ready to go, now?" 

    "Go where?" 

    "My place. It isn't far." 

    "Well, gee, ma'am, that sounds really wonderful and all, but I think I'd prefer someplace well-lit and very public. In fact, I think here pretty much fits that bill." 

    She smiled, then laughed softly. 

    "Okay. Lit and public, but I have a better idea. There's a coffee shop at the end of the block. Come on." 

    As she started for the door, I asked, "Where's your purse?" 

    "I don't need one. Let's go." 

    I followed her out of the bar and down the steps. The valet attended her instantly, snatching keys from the valet box. He was halfway down the steps before she could call him back. 

    "Stephen! We're walking," she said, "But thank you." 

    "Yes, ma'am," he said, nodding briskly and trotting back up the steps to put the keys back. 

    Linking to Doris, I sent her an update and said, "We're going to the coffee shop at the end of the block." 

    "Got it. Be there soon. I wanna see this chick." 

    "Better not call her a 'chick', I think." 

    "Women can get away with it." 

    "Uh, huh. Try it. I wanna watch." 

    Doris dropped the link and Stella and I proceeded to the coffee shop. She made no move to touch me during the walk, but I got the distinct impression that not being in continuous physical contact with her --well, 'victim' was the word that came to my mind --was unusual for her. Several times, her hands fluttered as if to put themselves on my arm, but she seemed to call them back each time. 

    Now that we were outside, Stella seemed not to be in any hurry at all, simply ambling along. Stepping away from me slightly as we progressed along the sidewalk, she looked me over. 

    "Are those golf shoes?" she asked with a soft laugh. 

    "Yup. But I don't golf. They just feel good." Stella glanced at me as she stepped over an oak root that was pushing up through the concrete and said, "That looks like a uniform shirt." 

    "It was, once upon a time. Now it's just one of my shirts." 

    "Army? It's like the shirt Richard used to wear, but his had three stripes on the sleeves and a shoulder patch." 

    "Richard? A boyfriend?" 

    She sighed. "Sort of. Well, not really. Just a friend, I guess, but a good one. He's dead now." 

    'Why doesn't that surprise me?' I thought. I asked, "How did it happen?" Stella gave me another glance and said, "I don't know. They shipped him back in a sealed casket." 

    'Killed in action?' I thought, 'In a shirt like mine? Not unless he served prior to 1970.' 

    Before I could ask her anything about Richard, Stella stopped, looked at me intently for a moment, and then said, "I don't want to talk about Richard, Ed. Okay?" 

    I shrugged. "Yeah. Okay. Just curious." 

    "Don't be. Richard is history." 

    We walked in silence the few more steps to the coffee shop. As we approached the front door, I looked at her reflection in the shop window. Five-ten or so, without heels. A perfectly sculpted face with a slight natural peak to her eyebrows. Long, dark brown hair that seemed to flow like water over her shoulders. 

    "Well, you can't be a vampire," I said, opening the door for her. "You have a reflection, and a damned nice one, at that." Her laugh sounded hollow and her gaze had a slight edge to it. I pretended to examine her closely as she passed me. 

    "Yup. You're gorgeous, all right. It'll be an honor to buy you a coffee, ma'am." 

    She gave me a wry smile and turned to the clerk to say, "Hello, Grace. How are you this evening?" 

    The fiftyish woman behind the counter nodded and said, "Oh, I'm fine, mum," in a British or Aussie accent as she handed Stella a rather fancy stoneware mug that was obviously kept behind the counter for her. She handed me one of the shop's logo-stamped styrofoam cups. 

    Holding the foam cup next to the ornate mug for comparison, I said, "Well, gee." 

    Stella laughed --a real laugh, this time --and said, "When you own a coffee shop, you can keep a mug behind the counter, too." I didn't ask, "This is yours, too?" I simply said, "Very nice," as I glanced around the shop. 

    Stella put a scoop of coffee into the hopper of an Italian-made machine that looked like a small red wheelless locomotive and pressed a button. The machine soon began to spit coffee into her mug like a leaky steam valve. There didn't seem to be any plain old coffee in any of the bins, so I opted for French Vanilla and let the machine spit some more. 

    We took our coffees to a booth and sat down facing each other over an imitation-antique table. Neither of us spoke for a while as we sipped our coffees and examined each other fairly obviously. 

    "So," I said, "We're here. What did you want to talk about?" 

    "You. Me," she said. "I'm different. You're different. I want to know how and why." 

    "Same here." 

    "Then why were you so reluctant to come with me?" 

    "You were pushing too hard. You came on too strong with the mindwarp stuff. It bugged me to see how you handled the girls at the table, and it bugged me even more that you thought you could just order me around like that." 

    Stella shrugged and sipped her coffee before saying, "I've gotten out of the habit of bantering with people to get them to cooperate. It's usually quicker and easier to just tune them out or tell them what I want them to do." She rubbed her wrist as she spoke and added, "You didn't have to grab me so hard." 

    I looked at her wrist. Not a mark that I could see, but there should have been dark fingerprints from my grip. 

    "Well, you didn't have to give me a migraine, either. Just out of curiosity, how come you don't have any bruises?" 

    Stella gave me that smile again and said, "Maybe we should trade bits and pieces of info. How come you didn't answer me about talking to someone else?" Doris linked and said, "Almost there, Ed. Two blocks more." 

    "We're in the shop, Doris. What's your plan?" Leaving the link to Doris open, I said to Stella, "You first. Why no bruises?" 

    Stella said, "This might be hard to believe, Ed. Will you accept what I tell you?" 

    I shrugged. "I guess we'll see, won't we?" She nodded. "Yeah. I guess so. There aren't any bruises now. There were some, but they've already faded away." 

    Doris asked, "Bruises? What the hell have you been doing?" 

    "Stella," I said, ignoring Doris, "We're only talking about fifteen minutes or so. How could bruises fade that quickly?" 

    "I really don't know, Ed. They just do. I heal very quickly from almost any kind of injury. When I was ten, a wag... My leg was broken in a vehicle accident. I only had to wear the splint for a week or so before it was useable again. It just happens." 

    "Maybe your leg wasn't really broken?" 

    She shook her head. "No. It was broken below the knee; there was bone sticking out and the doctor had a hard time setting it. He was worried that I'd be crippled." 

    I peeked under the table. She had magnificent legs, and they were completely unmarred, as far as I could tell. 

    "Well, they look great now and seem to work pretty well. Are you sure that leg-break really happened?" 

    She smiled her warm, secret smile at me again and seemingly unconsciously reached to touch my hand. I slammed the link to Doris shut. 

    "It happened," she said, "Just as other such things have happened. But don't bother looking for scars. They don't happen." 

    "That kind of makes it tough to believe," I said. 

    "You believe this conversation is happening, don't you?" she asked through her touch. "Why not that?" 

    "Good question, milady. I'll have to give it some thought. How'd you come to be telepathic?" 

    She froze slightly, then her smile came back with a shrug. 

    "I don't know that, either. It's always been there for me. You're one of half a dozen people I've met in my whole life who haven't been easily readable. I'd like to know why that is." 

    "Can't say, but I'd like to know, too. It seems to me that we're each asking questions that the other can't answer. Got any questions that I can answer?" 

    I moved my hand away from hers to pick up my coffee for a sip and break our contact, then linked to Doris. 

    "Doris, don't link to me while she's around. I'll link to you when I can." 

    "Okay. I'm parking across the street as we speak. I'll be the accidental meeting with an old friend. Good enough?" 

    "Good enough." 

    I closed the link again and set my coffee down. Stella regarded me thoughtfully for a time as she sipped her own coffee. A shadow passed on the window blinds behind her. The shadow fell across the other booths as it moved to the front door, then the door opened and Doris came into the shop. 
Chapter Eight

    Stella didn't look at the newcomer. That struck me as unusual. Most people will take at least a quick look when someone enters their vicinity. I looked at the newcomer and didn't turn back to face Stella right away. Doris paid the clerk for her coffee, then looked around the shop. When she saw me, she froze, then stepped toward me. 

    "Ed? How long has it been?" 

    Shifting some kind of brochure from her right hand to her left, Doris extended her right hand to me as she approached. 

    "Oh, about a while or two, Doris. How have you been?" Rising to meet her, I took her extended hand. 

    "I'm fine," she said. "Same as ever. And you?" 

    "Same as ever, too. What brings you into this end of town?" 

    "Shopping," she said, then she leaned close and confidentially added, "And I won't tell you who he is, so don't even ask." 

    I grinned and said, "Sure. No sweat. Who is he?" Doris gave me a wry grin and peeked around me at Stella as she replied, 

"Can't say. Won't say." 

    Stella cleared her throat behind me. 

    "Ah," I said. "Yes. Sorry. Doris, meet Stella. Stella, Doris. Plunk yourself down here, Doris." I patted my side of the booth. 

    "Hi, Stella," said Doris, then to me she said, "Well, I only have a few minutes, but... Okay." 

    She set her cup and the brochure on the table and sat down next to me. Stella used an index finger to turn the brochure around and scanned the face of it, then slid it back. It had a picture of Munich, Germany with an invitation to "Visit Scenic Munich!" blurb wrapped around it. 

    "Anyway," said Doris, "I can't tell you who he is because his divorce won't be final for another month and he doesn't need the hassle. You know how people can be." 

    "Oh, yes, I know," said Stella. "They're so easily offended when they want to be." 

    "Exactly. Huh? Oh. Yeah, some of them do work pretty hard at it, don't they?" 

    Laughing softly, Doris reached to touch Stella's hand. Stella seemed to tense slightly just before Doris's fingers touched hers, but once the contact had been made, she relaxed. 

    Doris said, "You sound as if you know..." and didn't finish the sentence as her eyes seemed to glass over a bit. 

    "Police?" asked Stella, studying Doris. "No, not exactly. Something else. Federal, sort of. And more." 

    I reached to pull Doris's hand back, but the motion became unnecessary. Doris seemed to shake herself and yanked her hand away from Stella's. Stella looked at me and said, "She's here because you called her. You've been telling her about me." 

    "That's right," said Doris tersely. "He called me. Now, since you already know a little about me, you can tell me what the hell you really want with Ed." 

    Stella leaned back in her seat and smiled like a cat. 

    "What I want with him is our business, Doris. His and mine." Doris gave her a look of incredulity. 

    "If he believed that, he wouldn't have called me." 

    "He knew no better at the time. You may leave now." Doris was half out of her seat before she caught herself with a look of startlement and shook her head to clear it. 

    The startlement turned to anger as she lowered herself back into the booth and growled, "Oh, that was a cute trick, lady. A real cute trick. Try it again and..." 

    "And what? You'll arrest me? And charge me with what, exactly?" 

    "I'll damned well think of something on the way." Raising a hand, I said, "Wait one, everybody. Just hang on a minute, will you? There's no need for animosity." 

    The women looked at me with skeptical glares. 

    "Doris," I said, "All we really want to know is how Stella can do what we do. I can't see a reason for conflict, so let's just drink our coffees and talk a while." 

    Doris looked sharply at Stella and asked, "What do you want with Ed? He's not one of your dance floor cuties and he's not a business tycoon who can help you expand your empire." 

    Stella gazed first at Doris, then at me. She picked up her coffee and sipped it for a moment, then set it down and stared at it for another moment before she shrugged and spoke. 

    "When Ed came into the bar, I was in my office. I felt him arrive, just as I felt you arrive a few moments ago. I called the bar to have them keep an eye on whoever had just come in until I could get downstairs. I wasn't expecting to see a man in golf shoes and an Army shirt sitting with three women half his age." Stella laughed shortly and added, "They hardly ever bring their fathers, you know." 

    Doris smiled slightly at me and said, "Maybe you should change your wardrobe or pick up older women, Ed. Both factors together seem to have made you stand out a bit." 

    I gave her a fakey little smile and looked back at Stella, giving her a little 'get on with it' gesture. 

    She nodded and said, "You have to understand something of the rarity of this feeling. I lived in New York City for... for quite a while... and traveled all over the country. The only time I'd ever felt the presence of another --uhm... telepath --was when a guy named Richard came along." 

    "I thought you said you'd met a few before," I said. Shaking her head, Stella said, "No. They were just people I couldn't read easily, either at a distance or by touching them. One I couldn't read at all. But they weren't telepaths." 

    "Who's Richard?" asked Doris. 

    "A friend," said Stella. "He was killed in a war." Doris asked, "The Gulf War?" then said, "Sorry. I'm just curious. Someone close to me was killed in the line of duty, so I know how you feel." Stella reacted as many do when someone says 'I know how you feel'. She bristled a bit and started to say something, then fell silent and leaned back in her seat. 

    She sighed and said, "Look, I'm only talking to you now because by tomorrow you'll be poking around in my past, if you haven't already started. If you don't believe what I tell you, I'll have to leave town and build a new identity somewhere else. Trust me; that's a real pain in the ass. I know because I've had to do it before." 

    Doris shook her head slightly and said, "You read minds to a degree. So what? It isn't exactly a chargeable crime, as you pointed out earlier. If we don't believe you; again, so what? Why would you have to move?" I thought about that a moment, faced Stella, and ventured, "Maybe because you're a little older than you look?" 

    Doris peered at me and asked, "Why would that have anything to do with anything?" 

    I said, "Hold one. Stella, what you said about my shirt... Richard was a Vietnam-era GI, wasn't he? Shouldn't you look about thirty years older?" Stella sat very still for a moment, then said, "I probably shouldn't have mentioned the shirt, I guess. Yes. I suppose I should look considerably older, Ed. Richard died in 1968." 

    Doris looked pretty startled as she peered closely at Stella's face -probably looking for evidence of plastic surgery --and asked, "Can you prove that? I mean; can you prove you're any older than thirty or so and that he wasn't an older brother or something?" 

    With a raised eyebrow, I said, "Doris, brothers aren't usually thirty years older than their sisters." 

    "I've seen step-brothers older than that," said Doris. "I'd need some proof before I'd believe that Stella's more than about thirty-five." Stella tiredly said, "Let's just forget the whole thing. I don't really need to know you and you don't need to know me, right?" She slid to the end of the bench and started to get to her feet. I reached for her hand to stop her and tried to let her feel the sincerity of my next words. 

    "You'd be surprised at what we'd believe, Stella. Think about it. I can fly and so can at least two of my friends. Being a little different is actually fairly normal in our crowd." 

    Doris said, "You still haven't said why you almost hijacked Ed out of the club." 

    Stella stared down at me for a moment and shook her head in apparent disbelief as she said, "I'd have thought that would be painfully obvious by now. I thought he was... I thought I might finally have found... Well, someone. That's all." 

    The emotion underlying her words flowed across our contact. Whoever and whatever Stella might otherwise be, she was so lonely that her feelings formed a lump in my throat and made my heart hurt for her. 

    I linked to Doris, partly so she could feel what I was feeling from Stella and partly to let some of the emptiness drain away. Doris got a taste of it and slammed the link shut quickly. 

    "No," Doris said aloud. "No. I haven't felt like that since... I don't want to ever feel that way again unless I have to, and I damn sure don't have to now." 

    Stella's gaze narrowed as she realized that Doris and I had been in contact without making contact. Her voice was quiet and tense as she spoke to both of us. 

    "I see. Maybe I've been hoping for too much. You two already seem to have quite a relationship of your own." 

    "It isn't what you think," said Doris. 

    Pulling her hand free of mine, Stella picked up her coffee. She was turning to leave when Doris stood up. 

    "Stay and talk to us, Stella," said Doris. "Please. Ed was right when he said you might be surprised at what we can believe. Just give us a little more to work with." 

    Stella regarded us for a moment, said, "It doesn't matter whether you believe me or not. I don't want to talk about it anymore and I should be getting back to the club now." 

    "I'll go with you," I said. "My backpack's behind the bar." Looking at me narrowly, Stella asked, "Your what?" 

    "My backpack. Your bartender has it." 

    "What's in it?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Just stuff. Nothing dangerous." Turning to Doris, I said, "Doris, I'll see you tomorrow." 

    Doris looked at me examiningly for a second, then got to her feet as she said, "Well, goodbye, Stella. It's been... Interesting meeting you." 

    "Likewise, Doris," said Stella. 

    There was no handshake. Doris simply nodded to us, picked up her coffee and travel brochure, and walked away. Once she was outside the shop, she looked back in at us briefly, then linked to me as she headed for her car. 

    "Whatever she is, she needs some company," said Doris. "Don't get too attached, Ed. Her mental talents not withstanding, she may turn out to be looneytunes. Just in case she isn't playing us, see if you can get some hair samples. If there's anything unusual in her system they'll show it." 

    "Samples. Copy that. I kind of don't think she's nuts, Doris, but I'll tread lightly anyway, okay?" 

    Doris's mental voice laughed in my head and she said, "Yeah, sure you will," before she broke the link. 

    Stella had stood watching as Doris left. She turned to me and seemed to study me for long moments, then she slid back into the booth and sipped her coffee. 

    Neither of us spoke for a time, then Stella smiled. I really liked her smile. It was the kind of smile that makes a man want to find a way to make a woman smile like that again. 
Chapter Nine

    "She didn't seem too happy that you stayed here," said Stella. "Will that be a problem?" 

    I shook my head. "Nope. We don't have that kind of relationship. I'm glad you stayed, Stella. I think I'd be fairly happy just to sit here and look at you for a while." 

    Stella smiled that smile again and asked, "Not as some kind of freak, I hope?" 

    "Oh, no, ma'am. Definitely not as a freak. Most women would kill to have your looks." 

    Oh, her next expression was fake, but she did it well enough. Stella tried to look slightly embarrassed at my compliment and let her eyes drop away from mine in an 'aw, shucks' manner. 

    She'd fished with her 'not as a freak' question, I'd fished back with my compliment, and now our lines had crossed. 

    When she looked up, I said, "You can't really expect me to believe that a woman who looks like you can be embarrassed by a compliment. More likely you've heard them all too often and I'm actually boring you, but you're too nice to admit it." 

    Her slight smile instantly became a laugh. 

    "The guy who tossed my bouncer at me a while ago and called up reinforcements now thinks I'm being nice? I think you're just flattering me to see if you can get me into bed." 

    Nodding sagely, I said, "Ha, I was right. You do know how beautiful you are, and you've had quite a bit of experience dealing with interested men." Her smile got bigger and she tapped the stirring rod on the table thoughtfully. 

    "Yeah, I've had some experience. What do you think Doris will do?" I shrugged. "Nothing, without some kind of proof of your age. She's got a lot on her plate these days. With proof, she'd probably want to set up a visit to the lab for more info. They might want samples for genetic tests, too." Stella blinked at that. "The lab? What lab? What for? And how would genetic tests be any kind of proof of age?" 

    "They wouldn't be, but if you're really over sixty, you're rather unusual. They'd want a DNA run and other tests to see exactly how you're different." 

    "Can she do that? I mean, without it being part of a case, or something?" I nodded. "Yup. It wouldn't be a police lab." Reaching for Stella's hand, I smiled and said in a confidential tone, 

"Doris and I have some unusual connections. You were born in..?" Her involuntary-response flashed across to me and amazed me totally before she slammed her mind shut and angrily yanked her hand away from mine to recoil into the corner of the booth. Had she been less shocked, her movement might have turned into a slap. Or maybe a punch. 

    For a couple of seconds she glared at me, then she made to get up again. I reached to stop her, then let the gesture turn into nothing more than a raised hand as she again recoiled from my touch. 

    "I'm sorry," I said, and I tried to let her see that I meant it. 

"Honestly, Stella. I had to know or I wouldn't have done it." With a tight gaze, Stella growled, "That apology isn't worth much at the moment." 

    "I know, but it's all I can offer. Jesus, Stella. 1631? How..?" In that same growling tone, she said, "I don't know, and right now, I wouldn't tell you if I did." 

    Sighing, I said, "Stella, you'd have done exactly the same thing under the circumstances, also without asking permission. After the mind tricks you pulled on Doris and me tonight, don't even try to pretend you wouldn't. You're just a little shocked that someone else could do it to you." 

    "Are you going to tell Doris?" 

    Chuckling, I said, "Nah. She'd think you conned me. Hell, maybe you did." Her glare continued unabated and she made no reply as I studied her for some moments, then shrugged. It was time to change the subject as abruptly as possible. 

    "Well, like I said, ma'am, you're holding up real well. But enough about you. What do you know about flying blondes?" 

    Somehow, her brows knitted even further. "What?" Reiterating, I said, "Flying blondes. April and Sara. What do you know about them?" 

    "Not much. Nothing that hasn't been in the news. What the hell do they have to do with...?" 

    "Not a damned thing. I'm changing the subject." After a moment, she asked, "Why?" 

    "Because the other one made you uncomfortable. I just wanted to know, that's all, and now I do, so drink your coffee and relax. You're not the only... oddity... in the world. Back to the flying blondes, okay?" There was another pause of several seconds before she asked, "What about them?" 

    "I'll boil it way down here... There's a war going on, Stella, although it hasn't been publicized much. April and Sara are here to defend Earth against some people who'd like to see us disappear. The bad guys can't just come here and openly wipe us out, so they've been trying in more subtle ways to help us wipe ourselves out." 

    She gave me a blatantly skeptical look. 

    I said, "Remember Chernobyl? Not an accident. Half a dozen deadly viruses now making the rounds were created in labs with extraterrestrial supervision and guidance. Hitler and Stalin and a number of others were 'helped' into office. The Cold War pretty much began with the isolation of Berlin, which was an E.T. suggestion they hoped would eventually lead to a nuclear war. They've been at it for quite a while, but they've never been able to come up with a plan that would do the whole job." 

    For some moments Stella seemed to peer at me, then she shook her head slightly and said, "That's a little hard to believe, even for me." I grinned. "Maybe I boiled it down a little too much. Tell you what, though; if you'll agree to some labwork, I'll show you some of the stuff we've captured and tell you more about it." 

    With another shake of her head, Stella said, "Not interested. I have to get back to the club," and began to slide out of the booth again. 

    "You don't want to know how you came to be? Some serious labwork might cough up the answer." 

    Sighing, Stella paused at the end of the bench seat and said rather acidly, "I don't want to know badly enough to become a guinea pig or endure endless interrogations. I also don't think the publicity would do me any particular good. How are you involved with labs? Through Doris?" 

    "No. I met April first, then Sara. Doris came along a while later. Tell her I said that I met her in a bar and that she took me home with her. She'll love that." 

    Stella just stared at me, then smiled slightly. I laughed. 

    "It's the truth. I just left out a few details. She was a cop, there to bust some druggies, and there were good reasons for me to go with her afterward." 

    "Is that what you'd say about me, someday? That you picked me up in a bar?" 

    "No, of course not, ma'am. You picked me up, as I remember it. I'll just say that a fabulously beautiful brunette singled me out and tried to drag me off into the night." 

    With a short laugh, Stella said, "I see. Well, that's what I was doing." She looked at her watch and said, "Speaking of the bar, the place has run itself long enough this evening. I was in the middle of something when you came in, and I really should get back to it." 

    I sat up straight and asked, "You aren't going to finish dragging me off into the night?" 

    Stella smiled wryly. "I know you're disappointed, but..." 

    "Disappointed? That doesn't even begin to cover it, lady. Try crushed and heartbroken." 

    She nodded. "Oh, yes. I can see that now. Are you sure you don't just want to keep me in sight?" 

    "That would definitely be my pleasure, ma'am, but if you mean 'am I afraid you'll disappear', the answer is no." 

    Her response was instantaneous and sharp. 

    "Why not?" 

    "Why should you? I mean; why bother?" I shrugged and added, "And if you did, so what? I'll be candid, Stella. I've managed to get by well enough for fifty-three years before I met you. I'd probably survive your disappearance, too." 

    "So your interest in me is strictly personal?" 

    "Yup." 

    After a moment of quietly regarding me, Stella tentatively reached to touch my arm. 

    "Let's try it this way," she said through our connection. "Tell me I wouldn't wind up as a permanent guinea pig or a front page story in some tabloid. Make me believe it." 

    "Stella, if things were like that, I'd be a lab rat and so would Doris." 

    "Why?" 

    "Think about it. Doris and I talk like this all the time and everybody at the lab knows it, but here we are, on the loose in Dallas. There have been some tests, but they've been sporadic and inconclusive. Now and then someone comes up with a new idea about how our telepathy works and we let them see if they're right. So far, they haven't been. There may be other reasons to go along with it, too." 

    "Such as?" 

    "You've heard of enhancees?" 

    "People who suddenly become... more than normal?" 

    "Yup. That's us. I'm an enhancee. So's Doris." Stella seemed startled by that news. 

    She audibly asked, "Enhanced how?" 

    "We essentially became lesser versions of April and Sara. It involves a retrovirus and I'm not a scientist, so I can't tell you exactly how it works." Stella gazed evenly at me for a moment, then rather flatly asked, "A virus? Exactly how... enhanced... are you?" 

    "Oh, enough that I can get by in the group." 

    "Group? How big a group is it?" 

    "No idea. I've only met some of the others in passing." She was obviously skeptical, and I could tell that she thought I was being deliberately evasive. 

    "Really," I said, "It's not like we hold meetings. I've only met a few of the others." 

    Stella looked very thoughtful for some moments before she nodded and said, 

"Well, I guess I'd better be getting back to the club. I'll think about your offer. Is there any point in asking you not to tell anyone what you know about me?" 

    Conscious of her fingers resting on my arm, I said, "No need, Stella. Unless you'll agree to visit the lab, there's no reason for me to tell anyone anything." 

    After a moment, she nodded again and stood up. I walked her to the door and outside. Not far from the doors I stopped her with a hand on her arm. 

    "Want a ride back? It's a whole half a block from here, you know." 

    "A ride? What, you want to carry me back to the club?" As an answer, I scooped her up and quickly lifted us well above the oak trees that lined the street. She screeched softly and clung to my neck, alternately staring downward or at me. 

    When we drifted down toward the porch above the club's front steps, we hovered a few moments as a small crowd entered the club, never realizing that we were above them. 

    Our shadow on the far wall, cast by the streetlight, caught the parking valet's attention, and he watched us land with a look of astonishment. Stella trembled slightly as I released her. She straightened her dress and then simply stared at me for a moment. I handed her my comb as a hint; she took it and turned to face the big window as she combed down the fluffs from flying, then handed the comb back to me. I reached to comb down a spot in the back, then slipped the comb back in my pocket. 

    "Now you know," I said, "Why you have nothing to fear from us, that is. Being a little different isn't too big a deal in our crowd. You'd just be different in a different way. Need any more convincing?" 

    "Uh... No. No, I don't think so," said Stella. "I believe you." I shrugged and smiled. "Great. Want a drink before you go back to work?" Stella waved in the direction of the bar, then held up two fingers. The bouncer nodded and turned to catch the bartender's attention on her next pass. 

    "One, I guess. I just let Bobo know that I'm back in one piece and that all's well. He worries about me." 

    "Bobo?" 

    "My bouncer. His name has half a dozen syllables and too many consonants, so he just goes by 'Bobo' rather than put people through the ordeal." 

    "Thoughtful of him. Will he have any hard feelings about what happened earlier?" 

    "I doubt it. It was just a misunderstanding." As we reached the bar, I asked, "Mind if I see for myself?" Stella raised an eyebrow at me and shrugged. I squeezed through the crowd to stand in front of Bobo and extended a hand. He glanced at it, then looked at Stella before taking it. 

    "My name's Ed," I said. "No hard feelings, Bobo? I know you were just doing your job." 

    He gazed intently at me for a moment, then rather flatly said, "Yeah. Sure." While I didn't detect any hint that he might be lying, I didn't detect any particular heartfelt sincerity, either. 

    My drink was waiting when I returned to Stella's side. She gave me an odd look and sipped whatever she was drinking, then set it down as she looked at me. 

    "Bobo has been with me for ten years, Ed. So have most of my key people here. They know what I expect from them and what to expect from me." After a pause as she looked around the room, she again fixed her gaze on me with an audible sigh. 

    "Flying me half a block just proved that some --or maybe even most --of what you told me is true, Ed, but I've met well-intentioned people before. In the better instances, they've kept their mouths shut about me and things continued without disruption. In the worst instances, I've had to go into hiding to survive. If I had to disappear now because I let my guard down to the wrong person, I'd have to walk away from this club and a number of other businesses. The new owners might decide to replace a lot of my people. My friends, Ed. People who trust me. I'd really hate for that to happen, so I'd like you to make me believe that I haven't seriously fucked up tonight. Make me really believe it." 

    I took her hand and kissed her knuckles. 

    "Can't," I said. "Belief is a personal matter. You'll have to trust yourself to make any decisions. You've already read me. What did you get from it?" 

    Stella gripped my hand with slightly more force and gazed at my face for a moment before answering. 

    "You're sincere in what you say. You believe what you're telling me. But that only means that you believe it. Others may see things differently." 

    "You met Doris. What did you find in her? Could you see us together if either of us was a phony? How long would that last? One linkup and poof. Done. Finished." 

    She didn't answer right away, instead releasing my hand to pick up her drink and take a sip, peering at me over the rim of the glass. 

    "No," she said slowly, "No, I guess you two have probably found it hard to pretend much of anything with the kind of bond you seem to have." There was a quality of concession in her voice. I realized that she was already backing away from me in at least one sense. So that I wouldn't have to yell over the music, I reached to touch her cheek and spoke silently to her. 

    "Stella, things aren't the way you seem to think they are. Doris and I don't own each other. We aren't married, and we each have others in our lives." 

    It was the truth. Within our group, we shared each other as desired. Stella gazed at me intently as she responded. 

    "Would Doris agree with you about that?" 

    "Ask her, miLady. She may think your concern is touching, but she won't laugh at it. You know, whether or not we get together as more than friends, it might be smart to try to figure out how and why you are as you are, and Doris's outfit stands a good chance of finding that out." Stella reached over the bar for a club card and wrote a number on it, then handed it to me. She then reached for another and handed it to me with the pen. 

    "Give me a number where I can reach you," she said. "I have to get back to work now." 

    I wrote down two numbers, tagging one as 'home' and the other as 'via Doris'. Stella glanced at the numbers, then looked at me. 

    "If I'm not at home, her office can reach me," I said, almost yelling over the music. 

    "You mean Doris can reach you," she yelled back, making no effort to touch me for quieter talking. 

    Nodding with a shrug, I said, "Yeah. Prob'ly so." Stella slipped my card into the top of her dress and signaled the bartender, who came over to us fairly instantly. 

    "No charge tonight," said Stella, indicating me. The bartender nodded. Stella pushed the rest of her drink across the bar, turned to face me, and said, "Duty calls, so I'm leaving you to your own devices now. Good night, Ed." 

    "Good night, Stella. Thanks." 

    "For what?" 

    "Oh, for the drink. For the coffee, too. For being interested and being interesting. For being so beautiful. Want me to go on?" She smiled and said, "Maybe later. Good night." 
Chapter Ten

    As Stella moved away through the crowd, I studied her from the ankles up and wondered what she did to stay in such fabulous shape, then I called Doris. She answered instantly. 

    "Yes?" 

    "Have you found anything yet?" 

    "What makes you think I'm not already at home and getting ready for bed?" 

    "If you were, you'd just say so and tell me to call you tomorrow, as you have so many times before. Or tell me to drop by, also as you have so many times before. Sometimes I just feel all used and taken for granted, y'know." 

    "You want sympathy? I've got some you can have cheap." 

    "Nah, I'll survive somehow. I figure you're sitting at your computer, trying to find a record match to the print you pulled off the brochure." 

    "You noticed that, did you?" 

    "Yup. A pretty picture on glossy paper. The only thing in your hand other than your coffee. Placed on the table to invite the curious to have a look. All that." 

    "Well, you figured right. I found a match, Ed. She was printed in '66 when she was picked up during a civil rights disturbance in Atlanta. She was just downtown to do some shopping and got picked up by accident. Her age was listed as thirty-two. I don't know how, but this Stella appears to be the same person." 

    "Well, gee, ma'am. Maybe she was telling the truth? Maybe she needs to change her name more often, too?" 

    "Smartass. It's just a little hard to accept, you know? You're still at the club?" 

    "Yup. I kind of like the place." 

    "Uh, huh. You like her." 

    "The music, too, Doris. Reminds me of my youth, y'know." 

    "Uh, huh. Where's Stella?" 

    "In her office, I guess. She said she had things to do. By the way, I have something for you. Several somethings, in fact. I could maybe bring them by later if you want." 

    I heard a mental snicker. "You aren't just turning to me because she left you all by your poor little self, are you?" 

    "Ah, no. Sorry to disappoint you, ma'am, but that's not the case. I have those hair samples. Still got any interest?" 

    For the first time ever I heard absolutely nothing over an open link. The silence lasted maybe a whole second before Doris almost barked at me. 

    "Get those samples over here and God help you if you lose any of them on the way." 

    "Well, gee, lady, I was going to have another gin and..." 

    "Damn it, Ed, don't take a chance with those samples." 

    "Yeah, yeah. Geez, you'd think I was on your payroll or something." 

    "Quit messing around and get over here." 

    I let her hear my mental sigh. "Work, work, work... Yeah, okay. Gimme some time to disentangle politely. You sure this can't wait till tomorrow?" Doris said, "Ed, I'm ever so sorry to be such a complete bother to you tonight. Now get moving, dammit," before breaking our link. In the club's bathroom I transferred all the long, brown hairs from my comb and pocket to a paper towel, then put the towel in another pocket and went back to the bar. 

    The bartender, ever alert, saw me coming and gave me a questioning expression. I nodded, and by the time I'd squeezed through the crowd, a fresh drink awaited me. 

    "Thank you," I said, putting a five dollar bill on the bar. She nodded and put the five in a tips jar by the register. The music continued to pound non-stop from one number to another as I sipped and watched the dance floor. It seemed to me that the whole place was like an energy machine; I wondered how much horsepower was being squandered out there in the ongoing group mating ritual. 

    A line of dancers formed, each trying to match someone else's moves, and another row of dancers came together a few feet in front of the first. Soon everybody involved was pretty much in synch with everybody else, and the lines took on the appearance of something like a train that was chugging along without really moving. 

    The scene looked familiar, and after a moment I realized I'd seen almost exactly the same thing on a documentary show about African tribes; lines of dancers facing each other and moving in unison with the flow of the drums. The only things missing were the spears and loincloths. 

    The ladies I'd accompanied to the club were still at their table near the door. As if she knew I was looking, Millie's head came around and she looked right at me. I saluted her with my gin and a smile. She simply stared at me accusingly for a moment, then turned away. Oh, well. 

    Sipping my gin, I watched the dancers a while longer, then shook my head

'no' to the bartender before she could mix me another and asked her for my backpack. 

    As I headed for the door, the valet almost asked me for my key ticket before he realized who I was. I nodded and smiled, then lifted into the night sky from the top of the steps. 

    I didn't like what I was doing. I'd been ordered by my office boss to get samples, and although it was highly unlikely that the samples would in any way tip Doris to Stella's true age, the samples seemed as heavy as stones in my pocket. 

    When I walked into her office, Doris detected my mood instantly and said, 

"Well, you look thrilled to be here." 

    "Got bored," I said, dropping my backpack in a chair. 

    "Too bad. Got some hair samples, too?" 

    Fishing out the paper towel, I handed it to her. Doris acted as if I'd given her something priceless, unwrapping it carefully and gazing raptly at the strands of hair. 

    "Excellent," she said. "I've already called the lab and told them to expect us." 

    "Us? You mean you want me to fly you to New Mexico in the middle of the night? Why not wait 'till morning? What's the big rush?" Doris stared at me for a moment, then said, "Jesus, Ed. Don't you realize..? Thirty extra years! Maybe more! This may be the biggest thing since the polio vaccine. Bigger than wiping out smallpox. Doesn't that excite you just a little bit?" 

    "Not really, and a few hours of sleep tonight won't make a damned bit of difference in the long run. Suppose you find a way to give everybody an extra thirty years. How do you deal with all the extra people?" 

    "The what?" 

    "Extra people. The ones who don't die on schedule. The world's already kinda crowded, Doris, and people are making more people all the time. Tons of

'em." 

    Doris gave me a look she usually reserved for politicians and other undesirables. I shrugged, opened her top left desk drawer and took out my office coffee mug, then went to the coffee pot to put something in it. After putting the paper towel carefully on her desk, she came to stand beside me with her own cup. I filled it for her. 

    She took a sip and then asked, "What's bugging you, Ed?" 

    "Just thinking," I said. "I told Stella that she wouldn't become a captive guinea pig. Did I tell her the truth?" 

    Doris sipped some more of her coffee and gazed at me for a moment before speaking quietly. 

    "Hell, yes, you told her the truth. All we need are samples and whatever she knows about herself. Her personal history. If you're worried about her becoming some kind of prisoner..." 

    "That's what she's worried about. I'm not sure how she'll handle all this." 

    "If she runs, we'll just find her later and ask her again." 

    "And if she'd rather be left alone?" 

    "If this is real, it's too important to be left up to her good nature. There may be more people like her, too. Now that we know about her, we'll have to look into that." 

    "Uh, huh. Why does that bother me, Doris? The image of her being searched for, found, and... And then what? What if she's uncooperative?" 

    "We can deal with that, Ed. I'm sure she can be made to see the value of what she has to offer humanity." 

    "'We can deal with that' and 'she can be made to see', huh? Stella may be as curious as we are about how she came to be, Doris, but I doubt that she's thinking of making her contribution to mankind as a career lab rat." Doris's dim view of my attitude became much more apparent in her expression. 

    "Well, maybe she should, Ed. Something's kept her looking like that for an extra thirty years. Maybe longer. Think of the medical knowledge she might contribute, if nothing else. We couldn't let something like that pass by due to someone's personal whim." 

    "Even if it meant hunting her down and capturing her?" 

    "It won't come to that, Ed." 

    "Do I have your solemn word on that? Will everybody else go along with it?" 

    Doris set her cup down rather firmly on the countertop. 

    "What do you want me to say, Ed? That I'd let the medical find of a lifetime slip past because the lady in question deigned not to participate?" Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, that would do for now." Doris softly glared at me for a moment, then said, "Well, I can't. If she won't cooperate, we may have to bring her in. Just for some questions and tests." 

    I didn't say anything to that and Doris didn't say anything more. The silence stretched for some moments before I topped off my coffee mug and headed for her office. Doris used cream and sweetener in her coffee, which gave me maybe a minute. 

    Glancing back once, I picked up the brochure with Stella's fingerprint and the paper towel with her hairs and put both under my shirt as I quietly picked up my backpack and left Doris's office. 

    Ignoring the elevators, I took the stairs. Instead of climbing them, I lifted and threaded my way between flights of stairs upward to the roof. The roof exit door was locked, of course. I punched out the lock with a two-finger jab, left the door open behind me, and continued heading upward into the night. Doris opened our link. 

    "Ed, bring those samples back! You can't do this!" 

    "Just did," I said, and closed the link. 

    Doris opened it again and said, "Would you please just listen to reason, Ed?" 

    "I heard your 'reasons'." 

    "This isn't your call, Ed. If she's for real..." I closed the link again and dropped toward a convenience store below. When I asked the guy standing on the sidewalk for a light, he rather numbly reached for his lighter before he'd realized that I didn't seem to have a cigarette. He'd been amazed enough at my arrival from above, but his astonishment increased exponentially when I made a little pile of the hair samples and fingerprint paper on the sidewalk and used his lighter to ignite the whole mess. 

    Handing his lighter back once the pile was burning well, I thanked him. After the flames had died down, I kick-scattered the ashes. Lifting back into the air, I headed to my farm. The lights were off in the house and there was nobody cavorting on the pier, so I figured that Brenda and Frank had retired for the evening. I threw some extra clothes and my toilet kit in my backpack and left, thinking about what I'd say when I arrived back at Club 2100. 

    Most of the way to the club, I could feel Doris trying to reestablish a link, but I kept the connection closed. Each of us can lock the others of our group out, and we do so now and then when something truly private is happening, but I still don't really have a glimmer of an idea about how we link or refuse link contacts. We just do. 

    It was after midnight, but the packed parking lot meant the club was still jammed with people. I landed on the steps of Club 2100 while the valet was dealing with an incoming car. 

    Bobo wasn't at his post and a different bartender was running the main bar. I got her attention and showed her the number on the back of the card that Stella had given me, then asked for a phone. She pointed at the wall near the bouncer's station. 

    On the side wall was what looked like a small cabinet. I opened it to find a phone with only four buttons, labeled 'office', 'bar 1', 'bar 2', and

'front'. I punched the office button and waited through two rings. Stella answered with, "Office." 

    "It's me," I said. "I need to talk to you, Stella. Now, please." For several beats, she said nothing, then said, "Second floor. Come on up; the door's open." 

    "Thank you. Be right up." 

    As I hung up I asked the nearby bartender how to get upstairs. She pointed at someone near the end of the bar to get his attention, then she pointed at me and indicated that I would be going up. He nodded and waved at me to follow him. 

    At the end of the bar was a doorway concealed by paneling that matched the wall. Coming in from the front or side, you couldn't see it unless you knew where to look. He led me inside, then said, "Up the stairs, turn right." I thanked him and then startled him by lifting straight up into the space between the flights of stairs. Her door was open, as she'd said it would be, but only all of six inches or so; not enough to see what might be waiting on the other side. 

    An ambush, most likely. I knocked gently and pushed the door open. Stella looked up from what she'd been doing at her desk as I stepped into the room. From perhaps ten feet to my left, Bobo said, "Stop right there. Put the bag down and lift your shirt." 

    He was holding a stainless .38 snub revolver on me. Setting my backpack by the door, I lifted my shirt high enough to uncover my belt, then turned slightly to let him see both sides of me. 

    Stella resumed packing things into a box by her desk as she said, "Okay, you're here. So talk." 

    Ignoring Bobo and the gun, I said, "I just came from Doris, Stella. You don't have to leave. At most, all you'd have to do is have your lawyer talk to her." 

    She looked up only briefly and said, "Yeah, right," then continued packing as she muttered, "You wouldn't be here now if there weren't some kind of a problem. I never should have said anything about your goddamned shirt." Small sounds behind me let me know that Bobo was having a look in my backpack. The sounds stopped and Stella's eyes flicked past me, then back to me after she'd received Bobo's silent report that my bag was okay. 

    "Stella," I said, "What they'll be interested in can be learned from samples. What the hell; give them a pint of blood. Let them study it all they want. Whatever they find will either be something they can replicate somehow or it won't." 

    Slamming the briefcase shut, Stella looked at me sharply and said, "That sounds just great, Ed, but will they really see it that way? Let's go back a little farther than Richard. My healing ability got me jailed and branded as a witch in 1704. Not just labeled; branded with a hot iron. I killed a witch hunter who came to my cell for some nasty fun and games and escaped. They hunted me for almost a week like an animal until I managed to stow away on a trader's boat. I had to run again in West Virginia in 1889 and in Georgia in 1932." 

    I sighed and said, "That was there and then; this is here and now. Do you really have a choice, Stella? At least one person other than me knows your secret --well, she knows you're at least thirty years older than you look, anyway --and she's one of those 'for the good of humanity'-types. She'll want to find out if there's any way to..." 

    Stella interrupted me with, "Then she's a goddamned boat without a paddle, isn't she? Bobo, I'm ready to go, if he tries to stop us, shoot him." 

    "That wouldn't help matters," I said. 

    Stella picked up the box and stepped away from the desk. 

    "Wrong," she said. "Without you, there's only one person to worry about. Get out of my way." 

    I couldn't think of anything else that would stop her, so I reached for the gun. Stella was standing right behind me as I reached and Bobo didn't fire for fear of hitting her. I grabbed the gun from his hand. Bobo hesitated not a second in wrapping me in a bear hug to keep the gun between us. 

    He yelled, "Run! Get out of here, Miss Warn!" But Stella didn't run. She reached for a brass paperweight on her desk, then started toward us. I shoved Bobo off and away from me, which surprised him greatly, but he came at me again. Stella hovered, waiting for a chance to bash me. I sidestepped and put Bobo on the floor with a twist of his arm, then stepped back from both of them. 

    With the gun at my side, not pointing at anyone, I said, "Both of you stand by the desk for a minute, okay? Please? I want to show you something." Bobo glared at me, but he got up and went to stand between Stella and me. She gently pushed around him a bit so that she could see me. 

    "Now what?" she asked, "Are you going to shoot me if I try to leave?" 

    "Just stand there, open your mind a little, and watch what I do with the gun. Then tell me if you still think leaving is the best thing to do." 
Chapter Eleven

    I put the muzzle of the gun against the palm of my left hand and pulled the trigger. It stung like hell for a moment, but the bullet ricocheted off my hand and into the ceiling. 

    Bobo and Stella stood as if frozen as I held out my hand to show it to them. Bobo forgot his wariness and stepped up to grab my hand, turning it twice to look for damage. All he found was the smudge where the bullet had glanced off my palm and some scorching from the blast. Stella set the paperweight on her desk and came over to have a look, too. 

    "It's no trick," I said. "It's Bobo's gun. Want me to do it again?" 

    "Hell, yeah!" said Bobo, his eyes wide in amazement. 

    "No!" said Stella. "Once was enough, please. My ears will be ringing for hours." 

    She looked hard at me as she took my smudged hand from Bobo and inaudibly asked, "Are you telling me that I can become like this, too?" 

    "If April or Sara agrees to share the retrovirus with you, yes." 

    "You can't share the virus?" 

    "No." 

    "Why not?" 

    "I just can't. It would have to be one of them." 

    "But would they do it? Why would they do it? They obviously don't need whatever I have. I read somewhere that they'll live as long as I already have

--maybe longer --and with your linkups and everything else... So why the hell would they do it?" 

    "Stella, what could I tell you that you'd believe tonight? I'm just asking you to wait and talk with April and Sara. We'll stall Doris and..." Stella shook her head and asked, "What's in this for you, Ed? You're trying to offer me something you can't even give me yourself or guarantee that they'll give me. Why are you doing this? What's in it for you?" Bobo asked, "Miss Warn..? Are you all right?" 

    "I'm just thinking, Bobo. I'm okay. Hang on a minute." She leaned close to me, intently gazing into my eyes. 

    "Well? What's in it for you, Ed?" 

    I looked at the lines of her face, her lips, and the depth of her eyes and felt drawn to kiss her, but I didn't do it, although at that distance I well could have. 

    Sending my thoughts and desires into her as I had so often sent them in to April, Sara, and Doris made Stella groan softly. Bobo became alarmed and yanked her hand from mine. 

    Stella backed away until she bumped into her desk. Leaning on it and panting gently, she stared at me as if seeing a completely new kind of creature. 

    Grinning at her, I said, "What you read from me just now was just the result of my being face to face with a very beautiful, very desirable woman, Stella. I haven't tossed everything just to be with you, but I don't go along with Doris's thinking. As far as I'm concerned, the world should get by as it always has. It isn't ready for a population of near-immortals." Her gaze narrowed sharply and she asked, "Then why..?" I tossed the gun back to Bobo and sat down on the edge of the desk, indicating to Stella to take her chair. After a second's hesitation, she did so. 

    "Stella, do you talk about... everything... in front of Bobo?" Bobo growled, "I already know about Miss Warn. It's you I don't know about." 

    "He stays," said Stella. 

    I nodded. "Good enough, then. Stella, stick around and use a lawyer to deal with Doris. If you up and disappear, they're going to look for you, and you know that. Let me guess at something, here; when Richard was in the hospital, he displayed healing abilities like yours, didn't he?" 

    "Yes. They held him incommunicado for close to a year. There were endless tests and attempts to transfer his... qualities, for lack of a better word... to other people." 

    "Did his blood make any of the test subjects sick?" 

    "No, not that I know of. He was type O-positive. That will mix with almost any other type, or so I've heard." 

    "Okay, so his blood probably didn't hurt anyone. But the healing element didn't transfer with the blood, did it?" 

    "They didn't exactly keep him informed about the tests, Ed, but Richard said they kept coming back for more samples on almost a daily basis." 

    "That probably means that they couldn't make it work and couldn't figure it out. Things are different today, Stella. They understand more." Stella slumped in her chair and looked up at me with a tired expression. 

    "Why would today's scientists be different? They locked Richard away and would have kept him there indefinitely if he hadn't escaped. Why should I believe that it would be any different for me?" 

    "Would you rather try to run? Leave behind everything you've built? Let them try and succeed or try and fail. Either way, you'd never have to run again, once the results were in." 

    There were very soft footsteps from the hallway behind me. They stopped, then a woman's voice asked, "Miss Warn, is everything all right?" I turned my head enough to see the bartender who'd been serving my drinks kneeling at the doorway, coolly aiming a pump shotgun at me around the doorframe. It was evident that she'd had police or military training, at least, and possibly actual experience in the field. 

    She never took her eyes off me as she said, "Turn around slowly and let me see your hands at all times." 

    Shrugging as I turned, I held my hands out. 

    Standing up, she said, "Good. Just stay that way. Miss Warn, I heard a gunshot." 

    "Yes, you did, Carrie," said Stella, "But that situation has passed, and we're all fine. Close the door when you come in. There may be a change of plans." 

    Carrie closed the door, then came to stand beside Stella. The shotgun was still generally aimed in my direction, I noted. 

    Stella regarded me silently for a few moments, then said, "Carrie, you're in charge of the club. The paperwork is in the safe. You know what to do until you hear from me." 

    Carrie nodded and said, "Yes, ma'am. Are you sure you have to do this...?" Stella said, "I'm sure enough for now," then looked at me. "You're coming with us, Ed. I want you where I can see you for now." 

    "Fine with me. I like being where I can see you, too. You're kinda cute, ma'am." 

    She gave me a narrow look and stood up to go to a small file cabinet in a corner. Pushing the cabinet aside to reveal a floor safe, she knelt to spin the dial, then opened it and pulled out two fat bundles of currency and a bank bag. Dropping the currency and the bank bag into the box on her desk, Stella then turned to Carrie. 

    After an almost tearful goodbye and a hug, she gestured to Bobo and me and tiredly said, "Let's go," then led the way into the hall. I picked up my pack at the door. Bobo followed me out. 

    Stella's cell phone buzzed in her jacket pocket. She answered it and listened as we walked to the end of the hall. 

    "I see," she said. "Thank you, Felice." She turned off the tiny phone and asked, "Ed, did you know that Doris was coming here?" 

    "No. She hasn't tried to contact me for a while." 

    "Well, she's downstairs with two other people. They're on their way up." Turning to Bobo, she said, "We're ready." 

    When Stella firmly took my arm and started walking, Bobo asked, "He's coming, too?" 

    "He can fly, Bobo." 

    "Big deal. So can I." 

    Meeting his gaze, she said, "No, I mean; he can fly. Without a plane. We wouldn't be able to lose him, so we might as well take him along. Better that we know where he is, and this way I can keep a hand on him and know what he's up to." 

    Bobo's left eyebrow went up as he studied first her, then me for a moment, then he moved ahead to open a largish door at the end of the hallway, behind which was a small elevator. We entered and I noted an unmarked button below

'Lobby'. Stella pressed it. 

    The elevator opened into a small parking area that seemed somehow odd. It took me a moment to realize that there were none of the usual stains on the floor or scuffmarks on the concrete dividers. It was a place the public never visited. 

    Two men and two women stepped out of the stairwell a few feet away and crisply greeted "Miss Warn," who returned the greeting. Stella pointed to each in turn and assigned him or her a direction by saying, "North, south, east, west. Here's a bonus for each of you." 

    She then handed each of them a hundred dollar bill and said, "Thank you all for your help. I'll be back if I can. Leave at fifteen-second intervals and spend at least half an hour driving in your assigned direction. Drive normally. They may stop you and ask questions, but that's all they can do. Call me on my cell phone in five minutes and let me know if you think you're being tailed." 

    The others dispersed to their cars, and a set of sliding doors opened at the top of a concrete slope. Four assorted types of cars headed up the ramp to the ground level to begin their diverse exodus. 

    Bobo led us to a ten-year-old white Mercedes sedan that was parked next to a Lexus. The ramp doors remained open as we waited two full minutes, then Bobo started the car and we followed the others up the ramp. 

    Stella looked across the seat at me and saw my curiosity. 

    "Those were four of my oldest employees," she said. "They know that certain other interested parties in Dallas have been trying to either buy me out or drive me out of town. Tonight I called a bugout. At the moment, they don't know if this is a drill or the real thing." 

    'Bugout?' I thought. That was a Korean war-era term for emergency evacuation of a base. Maybe they'd used it in WW-II, as well. I'd heard it used a few times in Vietnam, but not often, and only by some of the older NCO's. The younger guys had called them evacs and dustoffs because of the helicopters that came to haul them away. I wanted to know where Stella had picked up the term. 

    "A bugout?" I asked. 

    "I used to supply equipment to the military. That was the term for leaving in a big hurry. It seemed to fit this departure well enough, too." 

    "I guess it does. I was a medic. Same Army and a few others." Stella smiled and said, "A few others? Maybe we can trade stories someday." 

    We were sitting still, off to one side so as not to be seen easily, facing another ramp. Stella's cell phone tinkled. 

    Three of the decoys checked in with tails within the next few minutes. Precisely five minutes passed before the last one called to say that he hadn't spotted one. Stella thanked her and called the bar. Doris and her two companions hadn't left. 

    Stella looked at me and touched my hand as she asked, "Would that mean they only brought three pursuit cars?" 

    I shrugged, knowing she was monitoring my truthfulness. 

    "Damned if I know. I guess it's as likely as not, but I'm surprised that they had that many." 

    "Let's go, then," said Stella. "Head east." 
Chapter Twelve

    Bobo headed us up the ramp and into the street. Two blocks south, he turned us onto one of those one-way streets that infest downtown Dallas and we headed east. A few turns later, we were again going east on a different street and we hadn't spotted anyone following us. 

    Maybe ten minutes had gone by before Stella said, "You don't seem too concerned about where we're going, Ed." 

    I gave her a nonchalant look and a smile and said, "I'm in your lovely company, miLady. Whither thou goest, I go, and that's fine with me. Besides, I won't have to try to get a cab or walk back, so it's no biggie to me." Her eyebrow went up, but she said nothing. 

    Reaching for her hand, I added, "And if I asked, would you tell me where we're going? You'd be worried that I'd pass the info to Doris. You're worried that I'll do that, anyway, so I guess the question is; what now?" Again, she didn't answer. Many more minutes passed as we rolled along, then she turned to face me. 

    "Tell me more about the virus," she said. "Could you be a little more specific about how it would change me?" 

    "Not very much more specific. I'm not a microbiologist, but I know that viruses seem to come in two types; RNA and DNA. RNA viruses are able to mutate and can be used to introduce new genetic patterns into existing DNA structures." 

    "Now you've lost me." 

    "I doubt that. You just want me to keep it quick. Okay; April generates an RNA virus that introduces changes in a new host's DNA structure. The RNA virus determines what is missing in the host's DNA pattern, then adds genetic material to that pattern by using partial replicas of itself to fill in the blanks and modifying the host DNA structures enough to allow bonding. Organic matter in the body that's not of the host's DNA pattern is used as building materials, so depending on your diet --among other things --the revamp process may take a few days or it may take a week." Stella seemed thoughtful for a moment, then said, "You make it sound like quite an ordeal. It might not work on me, anyway. I've never had so much as a head cold." 

    "Guess we won't know unless one of the ladies is willing to dose you and you're willing to be dosed." 

    "You think they might refuse?" 

    "They have before. April's refused some very big people. You might be the President of the country, but that wouldn't mean shit to her if you didn't seem suitable. A Congressman even threatened funding cuts and closure of the research programs. She told him to piss off and he tried to carry out his threat. April and Sara simply went to the asteroid belt and brought back some four tons of gold, then let it be known that they'd start selling in bulk the minute standard project funding collapsed. Not long after that, the Congressman was shown that he had excellent reasons to resign." After some moments, Stella said, "Jesus. Four tons? You said one of them has to be willing to share the virus. An infection is generally system-wide, even if it attacks only specific organs, so how is it that this virus isn't spread by casual contact?" 

    Shrugging again, I said, "I guess they're just built that way. I've never heard of an accidental enhancement." 

    Stella shook her head, took her hand back to put it in her lap, and said, 

"For someone who claims not to be a microbiologist, you seem to know a great deal about viruses." 

    I grinned at her. "Got curious. Read a lot, but when I saw how much there was to learn, I decided to settle for a few pertinent specifics instead of going for a degree." 

    "I see. If you don't mind my asking, how far did you go in school, Ed?" 

    "About halfway through the tenth grade. I decided to take some college courses that interested me, instead." 

    That admission seemed to take Stella slightly aback, but she didn't pursue the subject of my education. Instead, she asked me about April and the others and how I'd met them. The next half hour was taken up with that discussion. When the car stopped at a restaurant along the interstate, I thought it might be because Bobo had to take a leak. He went in, leaving us in the car, then came back out a few moments later and drove us around to the back of the building. 

    "We're changing cars," said Stella, leading the way on foot to a blue Toyota. 

    I held the door for her as Bobo pried the hubcaps off the Mercedes and put them in the trunk, then took a folded car cover from the trunk and tossed it over the Mercedes. When he pulled it tight at the edges, the Mercedes seemed to have sprouted a nose and tailfins like you'd see on a late-fifties Cadillac. 

    Grinning at Stella, I said, "Those foam fittings make it look like a classic fifties car under wraps. Cool idea." 

    She smiled and said, "Tell Bobo. The nose and fins are some kind of foam. He made them himself and glued them to the underside of the cover." 

    "Slick. You'd better check and see if you're paying him enough, ma'am." Her smile widened and she said, "Oh, he's always been very well paid, Ed." I wondered if there was a double meaning behind her words, and I guess she saw that in my face. She shook her head and sighed. 

    "No, I mean he's more than just a bouncer and driver. Bobo has also studied law and accounting, among other things. He's been very useful." Making myself look properly enlightened, I nodded as Bobo got into the Toyota and started it. 

    As we backed out of the parking space, Stella asked, "You still don't care where we're going?" 

    "Nope. I figure we'll probably be heading back to town, or someplace near it. It doesn't really matter where we're going. What matters is what we do when we get there. You don't know what to do about me yet; you can't hold me if I decide to leave and you can't be sure what I'll do or say about you. Quite a situation, isn't it?" 

    I caught Bobo's glance in the rearview mirror. Stella sighed. 

    "Yes," she said. "We're heading back into Dallas. And no, I don't know what to do about you. What would you have done if I'd turned you away tonight?" 

    "Nothing. Sooner or later the whole mess would have died down, either because they'd found you or because enough time had passed." 

    "Time?" 

    "Yeah. Doris is pissed at me now, but the world turns, and with each turn, something else to think about comes along. Stella, think about it. With the info she has or can get about you from business records and such, she could post an international 'wanted for questioning' warrant or something like that. Someone would spot you sooner or later." 

    Stella grimaced and banged her fist on the armrest of the door. 

    "Great," she said. "Just fucking great. But still, all I have to do is stay missing until she's in her grave, and the whole issue will be forgotten, right?" 

    "Um, well..." 

    Stella's gaze was sharp as she turned to face me and asked, "Um, well, what? What now, Ed? What new little surprise do you have for me tonight?" I gave her an apologetic grimace of my own and said, "Enhancees tend to live a little longer than most folks, Stella." 

    Her sharp gaze became very narrow, indeed, as she asked, "How 'a little longer' is that, Ed?" 

    "Probably at least as long as you've already lived," I said. "Sorry 'bout that, but just going into hiding for a while probably won't be good enough, Stella." 

    She simply glared at me for a few seconds, then her fist slowly pounded the armrest a few more times. From her handbag she took her cell phone, which she handed to me. 

    "Call her. I want to talk to her." 

    "You sure?" 

    "Yes. I'm sure. I'm also sure that I want to be in a very public place when I talk to her. I want some witnesses. Bobo, we'll be stopping at the all-night restaurant on Abrams." 

    "Yes, Miss Warn." 

    I called Doris's cell phone as Stella leaned delightfully close to listen. Doris answered on the second ring, and in the background I could hear techno music. 

    "Hi, Doris," I said. "Stella kidnapped me when I went to talk to her. I'm being held hostage to your good intentions." 

    Doris's bark of laughter was followed by, "She kidnapped you, huh? What's wrong with that picture, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, well, okay. Maybe she didn't exactly kidnap me, but I can still be a hostage, can't I?" 

    She laughed again and said, "Sure. Go for it. Poor baby, and all that. Why are you calling me on a phone?" 

    "Stella wants to talk to you. Stand by one." I handed the phone to Stella. She mouthed the word 'hostage?' at me. I touched her hand and said, "Taken and held hostage by your beauty and charm, of course." 

    She rolled her eyes and spoke to Doris, apparently by long habit taking the phone with her left hand and lifting it to her ear as her right forefinger doodled tight, invisible circles on the armrest of the car door. 

    "Doris? I want to know something, first, then I may want to meet you someplace. If so, I want you to come alone." 

    "Fine, Stella. Where and when?" 

    "First, tell me this; what will happen to me?" 

    "Nothing. We just want to run some tests." 

    "Who is 'we'?" 

    "My lab people. What makes you unique could possibly help millions of people. Billions, eventually. You aren't against helping people, are you?" 

    "Don't hand me loaded questions, Doris. I want to know what's going to happen to me." 

    "As I said; nothing. We'd like to have some blood samples to work with. That may be all we'll need. You can spare us that much, can't you?" 

    "How can I believe that you won't just lock me up somewhere and study me indefinitely? It's happened before." 

    "We don't work that way, Stella. We just want to find out if what's different about you can be applied to others." 

    "And what if it can't be applied to others, Doris? How long will it take to find that out, and where will I be in the meantime?" 

    "Wherever you want to be, Stella. All we need is some blood to run through our lab. Having you generally available for a while should be enough." Stella wasn't quite ready to commit to anything. She put her thumb over the phone's mouthpiece and glanced at me, then looked up and into the rearview mirror. I couldn't see Bobo's expression, but I heard his 'do or die' tone. 

    "Miss Warn," he said, "You know I'm with you, however you wish to proceed." 

    "Thank you, Bobo." 

    Uncovering the mouthpiece, Stella said, "Doris, I'll come to your office in the morning, but I'm going to take some legal precautions beforehand." 

    "You really don't have anything to worry about, Stella..." Stella interrupted her with, "That's fine, but I want to take some precautions, anyway." 

    There was silence on the phone for a moment, then Doris said, "Okay, fine. Morning, it is." She laughed and added, "Are you going to release poor little Ed now?" 

    "Release him?" laughed Stella, "I'd probably have to kick him out to get rid of him." 

    "I thought it might be like that. See you in the morning, Stella, and thanks for cooperating with us." 

    Stella's face changed to a mask of irritation. 

    "I don't feel as if I have a convenient choice in the matter, Doris. Goodbye." 

    Closing the cell phone, Stella gazed at nothing for a few moments, then said, "Bobo, let's cancel the restaurant stop and head for the Mockingbird Lane house." 

    Turning to me, she said, "I'd like you to stick around." Right. She wanted me where she could see me. 

    "No problem," I said. 

    "We can stop at a convenience store if you need to pick up a toothbrush or anything." 

    "No need. I have one in my bag." 

    Stella dialed a number on her cell phone, pressed the pound button and listened for a moment, then turned it off and put the phone away. Had it been a signal to a person or to an automatic security device? I figured it had been to a device, but there was no point in wondering about it; we'd be there in a few minutes. 
Chapter Thirteen

    As we pulled into the driveway of an old brownstone house in University Park, I saw the convenience store two blocks away and realized that we weren't more than another two blocks from Doris's home. 

    A blonde woman in her twenties came out of the house and offered to help with luggage, but Stella took her aside for a brief word and then both women went into the house as Bobo opened the trunk and began setting luggage on the driveway. 

    "Only six bags?" I asked with a grin, "She travels light, huh?" 

    "Yup. One of 'em's mine," said Bobo. 

    His words had no inflection of humor. I wondered why he'd bothered replying at all. Grabbing the handles of four of the big suitcases, I picked them up and headed for the house. I hadn't intended the gesture to be any more than helpful, but Bobo's expression told me that he thought I was showing off. Stopping a few paces from him, I asked, "You think I'm showing off, don't you?" 

    In that same flat tone, he said, "Sure looks like it to me." Shaking my head, I lifted the bags over my head at arm's length a few times and grinned at him as I said, "Nope. That was just being helpful. This is showing off." 

    Giving me no more than a raised eyebrow, Bobo said, "Uh, huh. Well, whenever you're through waving those bags around, we can go inside." Lowering the bags and sighing, I muttered, "Wow, it's a tough crowd tonight," as I turned to head toward the house. 

    Bobo's street-lit reflection in one of the house windows showed teeth. I was sure that they'd disappear instantly if I turned around, but I was equally sure that he was grinning while he thought I couldn't see him do it. As we entered the house there was a kitchenette on the left, beyond which were two doors; bedrooms, I supposed. On the right were two more doors beyond a short hallway. More bedrooms, probably, and the doors in the hall would likely lead to a bathroom and a closet. 

    The younger woman wasn't in sight as Bobo and I carried the bags to a bedroom beyond the kitchenette, but Stella was doing something at the sink counter. She took a sip from the drink she'd been making as we crossed the room. 

    We set the bags down except for Bobo's, then went back out to the living room. The house was well-furnished with items that looked as if they'd been there for a while. A carved wooden chessboard on the coffee table caught my attention and I went to have a closer look at it. 

    "Cool," I said. "Hand carved in --what? --the thirties?" 

    "You know something about antiques?" asked Stella. 

    "Some. Not a great deal. My dad had an antique shop before he died and I helped out now and then. Used to see some neat old stuff come through." Nodding, she asked, "Want a drink?" 

    "Coffee'd be good." 

    "I'll make some," said a voice from the other bedroom. 

    "Hold one," I said. "Would I be the only one drinking it?" 

    "No," said Bobo. "I'll have some, too." The blonde woman nodded and went into the kitchenette. Nobody made an effort to introduce her, so I made my own. 

    "Hi, I'm Ed," I said, moving to the service counter. The woman looked at me impassively for a moment, then looked at Stella, who nodded. 

    "Celia," said the woman, then she went back to putting the coffee together. 

    Celia wasn't gorgeous, wasn't ugly, wasn't fat or skinny, and wasn't more than about five-seven. She moved confidently and her reticence didn't appear to be the result of shyness. 

    Slight calluses on her knuckles told me she was likely current in one -or more --of the martial arts and her solid, well-filled arms and her calves below her loose-fitting shift seemed to bolster that impression. 

    "I don't like it when people stare at me," she said. 

    "Not staring; assessing. You look pretty capable." Looking up, Celia said nothing as she filled the coffee pot from the sink tap and filled the coffee maker's reservoir, but her expression said she was a no-nonsense type. 

    "What are you?" I asked. "Ex-military? Or just a woman who likes being able to flatten any opposition?" 

    Her gaze narrowed and she glanced at Stella again before she said in a quiet tone, "Oppose me. Find out." 

    With a grin, I said, "Maybe later. Right now I'd rather find out if you can make decent coffee." 

    Turning away from the service counter, I set my bag down and opened it. From behind the counter came a muffled metallic 'click' as Celia thumbed a safety off. 

    I lifted my plastic Aladdin coffee mug from my bag and held it up toward her. 

    "Disappointed, ma'am?" I asked, getting to my feet. Bobo appeared in the doorway with a look that was both questioning and appraising as he surveyed the living room. Stella looked his way and shook her head slightly and he nodded just as slightly in return. 

    "What is it?" I asked, "A Beretta? It sounded like it had a pretty solid action. Didn't hear any plastic, anyway. The plastic guns don't sound the same to me." 

    Without answering and without showing her weapon, Celia took her cue from a glance at Stella and set the gun on the sink counter below the service counter. Yup. All metal. The plastic guns sound different when you set them down, too; kind of 'clacky', in a muted sort of way. 

    "Celia," said Stella, "No shooting, please." 

    "Yes, ma'am," said Celia, but she didn't sound convincing. When I went around the counter into the kitchenette to rinse out my mug, Celia picked up the pistol --a stainless Taurus version of the Beretta 92F -and backed away from me. Orders to shoot or not, she kept the gun pointed at my chest. 

    In a thick Texas accent, I said, "Gee, y'all shorely do know how ta make a guy feel at home, ma'am." As a general lament, I muttered, "Day-um. It's like I gots thuh plague, y'know?" 

    Turning to Stella, I asked, "What did you say about me?" Stella smiled and shrugged as she said, "Oh, just that you were a mass murderer and probably a cannibal." 

    "Good thing you didn't mention any of my bad habits." Rinsing my mug and setting it to one side, I quickly extended my reach for Celia's gun. 

    Her training showed as Celia tried to lower the gun and pull it toward herself without losing her bead on me, but her motion had barely begun when my left hand wrapped around the top of the gun, shoved the slide back a bit and gripped it, and then shoved the muzzle to a downward position. With her forearm and wrist still extended at waist height, Celia had to let go or end up with a broken wrist. She let go with a grimace and a sound of startled pain. 

    Holding the pistol up for Celia and Stella to see, I released the clip and jacked the slide to eject the round in the chamber, then removed the slide with my left hand and set the gun body, slide, and clip on Stella's side of the sink counter. 

    Celia remained by the fridge, alternately staring big-eyed at the gun parts and me as I turned back to the sink to rinse my mug's lid. Stella came over, picked up the slide and examined it, and set it back on the countertop. 

    "Why did you do that?" she asked me. "Did you just feel a need to show off?" 

    Thumbing at Celia, I said, "Nope. Celia looked --to me, anyway --as if she'd have maybe 'forgotten' not to shoot if I'd so much as coughed. Bullets don't mean much to me, Stella, but they go through walls and windows just fine." 

    Bobo said, "Celia, come into the bedroom for a minute. Bring the gun. You can put it back together while we talk." 

    Celia gave Stella a glance. When Stella didn't comment, Celia picked up the Taurus parts, edged past me, and headed for the bedroom. Bobo didn't close the door after she entered, but I couldn't hear what was being said. 

    "What is she?" I asked. "Ex-military?" Nodding, Stella said, "She was an Army MP for six years." 

    "It showed. She's good. That reverse move with the gun would have worked on most people." 

    As Bobo and Celia came back into the living room, Stella drained her iceless drink, eyed me with a raised eyebrow, and said flatly, "But not you, apparently." 

    "Nope. If you threw that glass at the floor, I'd probably catch it before it hit." 

    Without so much as a change of expression, Stella instantly did just that; her hand moved in a short downward snap and the glass plummeted toward the floor. I leaned to catch it about a foot off the floor and handed it back to her. 

    The coffee maker sputtered and I held my mug under the last of the brew cycle dribblings as I poured from the pot, then I put the pot back and sipped. Not bad at all. 

    Looking at Celia, I raised my mug slightly and said, "It's good stuff. Thanks." 

    Bobo and Celia weren't staring at me quite as hard as they had when I'd stood up with Stella's glass, but their eyes only briefly flicked to Stella before returning to me. Stella's staring eyes had apparently never left me at all. 

    Celia nodded slightly at my thanks. Bobo cocked his head thoughtfully, then went back in the bedroom. I refilled my mug and stepped around Stella to leave the kitchenette. 

    "You'll be in the room next to Bobo's," said Stella, nodding at the hallway. "It's the one on the left." 

    Nodding, I snagged my backpack with a finger and went to see the room. It wasn't any different from the rest of the house; it, too, seemed to have been furnished during the thirties. Somewhat ponderous art deco trim and furniture were offset only by the pastels of the walls and curtains. I didn't bother looking out the side or rear windows. Houses in these neighborhoods were all about the same; brown stone with small back yards fronting an alley. I did, however, take a moment to tap on the window frame. Metal, not wood, and the glass looked oddly thick. Bulletproof, or just dual-pane? 

    Setting my backpack on the sofa chair by the writing table, I took out my paperback and tossed it on the bed, then went back to the living room. Bobo was on the couch with a newspaper. Stella and Celia were nowhere in sight. 

    "Have they crashed for the night?" I asked. Nodding, he said, "I have the first watch." 

    "We need watches?" 

    "Thanks to you." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No need. Doris expects Stella to keep her word and show up in the morning." 

    In a droll tone with a wry grin, Bobo said, "Thanks for your concern, but we'll follow procedure." 

    Shrugging, I went to the kitchen and checked the fridge. Bacon, a dozen eggs, and other stuff to make omelets. I went to the bedroom doors just beyond the kitchen and knocked on both doors simultaneously. 

    Both women answered with, "Yes?" 

    "What time are you getting up?" I asked, expecting two different replies. Celia came to her door as Stella said, "Seven or so." 

    "Why do you want to know?" asked Celia. 

    I said, "If Stella's getting up at seven, get me up at six-thirty or so and I'll make breakfast." 

    She shot back, "I'll make breakfast." 

    "Now you're just being difficult, ma'am." 

    Her door opened and Celia stood gazing narrowly at me. She was wearing a blue bathrobe and her right hand was hidden behind the door as if she was holding the doorknob, but I heard a slight 'tick' of metal on metal. Grinning, I said, "Hey, don't shoot me, lady. I was just offering to make you breakfast." 

    In a firm, cold tone, she said, "I said I'll handle it. Anything else?" 

    "Yeah," I said. "Lighten up some. I'm not a goddamned prisoner, Celia. I'm here by invitation." 

    With that, I turned to walk away, but Celia said, "I don't give a damn why you're here," and closed her door rather firmly. When I looked at Bobo, he shrugged. 

    "Is she like that with you?" I asked. 

    "No." 

    "Because you outrank her?" 

    "No. Because I leave her alone." 

    "If you didn't avoid her, would she be like that with you?" 

    "I don't avoid her. I just leave her alone." Coughing softly, I said, "Uh, huh. Well, gee, that's kind of the same thing, isn't it?" 

    Bobo looked up from his paper and asked, "You aren't going to let me read in peace, are you?" 

    I shrugged. "Yeah, sure. Read. See you later." After a shower, I stretched out on my bed with my book and read a bit, then slept. 

    A tapping on my door woke me. 

    "Come on in, Stella," I said. 

    She opened the door enough to poke her head in and asked, "What made you think it was me?" 

    "Would those other two tap on the door politely or would they pound on it like cops with a warrant?" 

    "Um. Well, it's seven. Rise and shine, and all that. We have to stop by my lawyer's office." 

    "I'll make an effort. Be out in a few." 

    Linking to Doris, I asked, "You up and moving yet, lady? Everybody else is." 

    "I'm up," she replied. "Is Stella still coming to my office?" 

    "As far as I know, yes. She said we're stopping by her lawyer's office on the way." 

    "How wonderful," Doris said dourly. "Post any changes and let me know when to expect her." 

    "Roger that. Later." 

    When I arrived at the dining table, breakfast was already underway. Stella and Bobo were digging into eggs, bacon, and toast and Celia was in the kitchen. 

    I turned my plate over as I greeted them and loaded it with stuff from a couple of platters on the table. Celia asked if I wanted orange juice or coffee. I asked for both and went to the service counter to save her a trip. 

    "I'll bring them out," she said. 

    "Oh, hell, Celia. I'm already here. Just set 'em on the counter and I'll save you the trip." 

    She glowered at me briefly, then briskly walked around the service counter with a coffee and an orange juice and set them on the table by my plate. Celia wore a blue sweatsuit with a reflective stripe down the sleeves and legs and running shoes. Her hair was tied back and she looked as if she'd be heading out for a run as soon as we got the hell out of her house. 

    "Thanks," I said, then I went to the table. Looking at Stella, I asked, 

"What's our agenda?" 

    "Lawyer's office first. I'll make some calls from there after nine, then we'll go see Doris. That's about it." 

    I passed the info to Doris as I fed myself and looked at Stella. She wore a deep-green satin-effect skirt and jacket outfit and her blouse was a lighter shade of green. The trim outfit reminded me of someone I knew in another chunk of my life and Stella noticed that I seemed to be examining her. 

    "Is something wrong?" she asked. 

    Looking up from the small silver brooch above her left breast, I met her eyes and got lost in them for a few moments. She wore almost no makeup and her lipstick was of some middling-reddish color that seemed to suit her beautifully. Hair just so. Small earrings that matched the brooch. Shaking my head, I quietly said, "Oh, hell, no, Stella. You look absolutely perfect. Maybe better than perfect. Having you at the table feels about the same as drawing a handful of aces when the pot's kinda big." Bobo snorted a soft chuckle and I glanced at him as I put him on the spot with, "Right, Bobo?" 

    He grinningly said, "Well, yeah, that sounds about right. I've just never heard anyone put it that way before." 

    "It really covers it, though, doesn't it?" Looking at Stella, he noddingly said, "Yeah. It does." With a slight blush, Stella made a 'shoo' gesture and said, "Oh, enough, both of you. Eat. We have a big morning ahead." 

    As I turned my attention back to my food, I saw Celia staring at me. Not glaring, for a change; just staring. Her eyes went to Bobo, who was cutting his eggs, then returned to me for a moment before she seemed to wrench her gaze away to continue whatever she was doing in the kitchen. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Doris linked in abruptly, foregoing the usual pleasantries. Her "voice" was as tense as I'd ever heard it. 

    "Ed, something's come up. It's big." 

    Not realizing that I'd also spoken aloud, I said, "Go ahead." Bobo and Celia looked at me quizzically and Stella asked, "What?" Raising a hand as I sipped my coffee, I said, "It's Doris." Everybody instantly seemed to go on alert. I reached for Stella's hand to include her in the link and put a finger to my lips to caution her to silence. 

    "Hijackers took over a plane just after it left Heathrow," said Doris. 

"It's enroute to New York and the hijackers say they have a Russian suitcase nuke on board. We're trying to confirm that. Come straight to my office. We're going to put Stella on hold and you're going to try to intercept the plane." Stella's eyes got big as she stared incredulously at me. Speaking aloud as well as through the link, I said, "Well, damn. I guess I won't bother asking how they got a nuke past airport security, ma'am, but did the person who came up with this idea happen to mention what the hell I'm supposed to do when I get there?" 

    "Anything that seems reasonable. Improvise. That plane's full, Ed. We don't want to have to shoot it down. Get moving if you aren't already. We can discuss things on the way." 

    "Okay. I'll make my excuses here. Stand by one. Oh, hey, is there anything on the news about it?" 

    "Yes. The hijackers called the media as soon as they had control of the plane. Just tell Stella we'll reschedule later." 

    Pulling her hand out of mine, Stella told Celia to turn on the news. Celia didn't hesitate for a moment in walking quickly to the TV. I tossed down the last of my coffee and said, "Gotta go," as I stood up. Stella and Bobo also got to their feet. 

    Bobo looked inquiringly at Stella, but she shook her head and said, "In a minute, please, Bobo." 

    Turning to me, she said flatly, "Ed, this is crazy. Even if you could get to the plane, what do they expect you to do?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Improvise, like the lady said. If there's nobody better qualified aboard, I can fly small stuff. Someone can talk me down." 

    "And if they really have a bomb and set it off?" 

    "Do you really need an answer to that one?" Her narrow gaze told me how she received my comment. Touching her hand, I said quietly, "Stella, if this doesn't work out, at least I'll have met you, okay?" 

    Before she could speak, I kissed her solidly, then let her go and picked up my mug and backpack to head for the door with a goodbye wave to all. As I stepped off the porch, I lifted toward downtown Dallas. When I glanced back, Stella, Celia, and Bobo were standing on the porch. Stella raised a hand in a small wave. 

    Enroute to Doris's office, I considered how to get aboard a passenger jet in mid-air. Couldn't just bash a hole and climb in above thirty thousand or so; the decompression would be fairly catastrophic. Had to find a way to make them descend first. 

    Maybe a small hole or two would... no, the cockpit might be pressurized separately and hijackers on a suicide run wouldn't give a damn about the passengers. 

    Okay, then, a hole or two at that end of the bird, too, just to keep things fair for all. Decompression would confuse matters a bit and distract... Doris opened a link with, "Ed, where are you?" 

    "About a minute from the office. How am I supposed to get aboard the plane, Doris? And I need to be able to make them descend. A few holes here and there should do it." 

    "We're way ahead of you. Randy pulled a .44 magnum from the arms room. You'll fire into the center of the roofline just behind and above the rearmost restrooms. It's an area least likely to contain any people." 

    "The only people likely to be back there would be hijackers watching the herd, Doris. I'd damn sure have somebody stationed back there, and big-assed bullets ripping through the cabin might upset them a bit. Where else is good?" 

    "Nowhere else is going to be much better, Ed. You may have to trust that nobody will be there or that they won't realize they're being boarded." 

    "What about getting in without causing a ruckus? Any way to get in from below? The wheel wells? Straight in through the belly somewhere?" 

    "We're still studying the possibilities, Ed." 

    "In other words, you don't know." 

    With a mental sigh, she reiterated, "We're still studying the possibilities, Ed." 

    Landing on the roof, I said, "I'm here. See you in a few." The roof door was locked. I kicked it in and squeezed past the warped door as I told Doris, "Tell the guards not to shoot. The roof door was locked," then flew downstairs and out of the stairwell past a guy who'd come to investigate the noise. 

    Flying above the heads of people in the corridor, I ducked through the doorway of Doris's section and zipped across the large room to her office. Doris stood up as I landed and slid my backpack into the corner by her desk. Her secretary had been standing by Doris's desk as I entered; she backed away a few paces in startlement and stood clutching her recorder and steno pad. 

    "Sorry 'bout that," I said to her. "Doris said I should hurry." Turning to Doris, I held up my mug and asked, "Do I have time for a last cup of coffee?" 

    Taking my mug, Doris handed it to her secretary and said, "Allison will get it for you." To Allison, she said, "He likes it black, Allison. Hurry back, please, and tell Randy..." 

    "I'm here," said a man at the doorway. 

    Allison squeaked as she spun around to face him, then took a deep breath, nodded to Doris, and left with my mug. 

    Randy stepped forward and handed me a large, black fabric holster, then hung one of our silver-grey 'guest' flight suits on the back of the door. I yanked up the holster's velcro tab and pulled out a six-shot Smith & Wesson Model 29 revolver, about three pounds of blue steel with a six-inch barrel and wooden grips. 

    Snapping the cylinder open, I saw that it was loaded. As I pushed the cylinder back in place, Randy handed me another pair of fabric belt pouches and an Army-style pistol belt. 

    "Speed-loaders," he said. "Twelve more rounds and something to hang them on when you get there. I was going to bring you a Desert Eagle, but Harris said an automatic might ice up on you at that altitude. So I brought this." 

    "This'll do fine," I said. "Thanks." Looking at Doris, I silently sent, 

"I'd rather not leave any fingerprints up there." Doris looked at me questioningly for a moment, then seemed to realize what I was saying and nodded as she said, "Randy, find him some, ah... work gloves, too." 

    Totally mystified, Randy asked, "Gloves?" 

    "Yes. Just do it, please. Check with maintenance or lost and found, but do it quickly." 

    Randy gave us both an odd look, but he nodded and hurried out to look for gloves. 

    "We'll be cutting things close," said Doris. "At your best speed, you'd be wiped out if you tried to intercept the plane as far out as possible. We're letting it come six hundred miles closer than that to cut you some slack, but it'll still be a stretch, Ed." 

    Nodding, I reached for the flight suit and checked the size. It was big enough; I wanted the gun and ammo inside the suit to protect it from heat. I was going to miss my golf shoes. The flight suit only had hard-soled

'footies' incorporated into the one-piece design. I started stripping as Doris filled me in on what was known about the plane and the hijackers. 

    "It's a 747 and all but three seats were filled at takeoff. We know of six hijackers and a possible seventh. They say they have a nuke aboard, but that may be a ruse." 

    As I sat down to slip into the flight suit, I asked, "If they intended to pop a nuke in New York, why would they say a damned thing to the media, Doris? 

To cause a panic? They can't believe that we wouldn't take them seriously, so it doesn't seem likely that they expect to make it to New York. Seems as if they want us to shoot down our own plane." 

    Allison returned with the coffee and gapingly froze in the doorway as she got a look at me. I got up to take my coffee from her with thanks that she may or may not have heard; she was staring rather fixedly at my dick. Doris sighed and led Allison to her usual chair as she said, "That's one of the reasons they call us 'enhanced', Allison. Ed, the hijackers haven't stated any other agenda and we aren't concerned with anything but taking back the plane and disarming or dumping a bomb if there is one." As Randy came back into the office with a pair of brown cotton work gloves held high, I said, "Tell the truth, Doris. You're just trying to keep things simple enough even for me, aren't you?" 

    Randy coughed a soft laugh and Doris sighed again as she asked, "Is this any time to pop jokes, Ed?" 

    "I can't think of a better time. If the baddies pop a nuke, this may be my last joke, right?" 

    Zipping up the suit, I looked at the gloves Randy'd found. Kewl. The gloves were rubberized on their grip-sides. 

    "When do I leave?" 

    Doris looked at her wall clock and said, "Twelve minutes or sooner. Here's your radiation detector." 

    Handing me a calculator-sized device with a small screen and a bunch of arcane buttons on the topside, she tapped one of the buttons. A backlit screen displayed some numbers that changed constantly as the gadget made an irritating noise. 

    "Ever use one of these before?" she asked. Turning it off, I said, "I've used the big ones. This one has a digital display instead of a needle. No problem." 

    Leaning on her desk, Doris said, "You'll fly at full bore to Washington. Glenda Ramsey will be on the roof of our building to take you to the backup generator. You'll have exactly half an hour to recharge; I'll call you when it's time to go. You'll then head for the intercept point under my guidance." She didn't ask, "Think you can do it?" but Randy did. 

    "Well?" he asked, "Do you think you can hook up with that plane, Ed?" Doris said flatly, "He can do better than mach four, Randy. A bit over 3200 miles per hour. If he can see the plane, he can catch it." Randy's mouth fell open, then shut abruptly. 

    "Oh," he said. "I see. Yeah, okay. Jesus." 

    "Question," I said, hefting the .44, "What would the hijackers do if an engine went out? Blow the plane over the ocean or stay on course to New York? 

They're do or die --or rather, do and die types --aren't they? I think they'd keep going if they want to make us shoot down the plane." Glancing pointedly at the .44 mag, Doris said, "If they decide to blow it, you'll be too close, Ed." 

    "But would they continue on or not?" 

    I zipped up and watched as Randy put the gun, ammo, and RD into a flat, heat-proof container for the trip. He handed it to me and I stuffed it into the upper front of my flight suit. 

    Doris sighed and said, "Say they will. You'd gain a few extra minutes at most, Ed, and put everyone at risk." 

    "They're already at risk. How many minutes, Doris?" She consulted her calculator and said, "Half an hour. Maybe less than that." 

    "They're flying west, so they're flying into the wind." 

    "Okay, call it forty-five, then. Maybe. So?" 

    "So we should have time enough to search for a bomb." Guzzling the rest of my coffee, I handed my mug to Doris and kissed her, then turned to leave. A portly man in an expensive-looking suit was heading rather assertively toward Doris's office. I had no idea who he was and didn't care. 

    Once I was outside Doris's office, I lifted to ceiling height and headed for the door on the other side of the room. 

    The guy at first seemed totally shocked, then began yelling, "Stop him! 

Stop him! Don't let him out of the building!" 

    Linking to Doris, I asked, "Who's the noisy suit?" 

    "Lewis Cook. Keep going. I'll deal with him." Two guys stood in front of the stairwell as I approached. One of them managed to draw his gun and aim at me for an instant before I rammed past them and up to the roof door. 

    As I exited into the sky above the building, I asked, "Why were they trying to stop me, Doris?" 

    "Liaison difficulties. Cook's people think the nuke is real; that it's one of a number of missing Russian suitcase bombs. They want to ditch the plane. They know April and Sara aren't here, but they didn't know about you." 

    "Ah. Well, they do now. Okay, I'm high enough. Going to warp speed, ma'am." 

    Accelerating from barely subsonic to max, I set a northeasterly course, generally following the faint line of I-30/40. A few minutes later I passed over Memphis and switched to I-155/64. 

    My flight suit had begun softly glowing with heat around mach 2. At mach 3

it began to glow rather brightly, just as it was supposed to. I hoped it was throwing heat well enough to protect the .44 ammo in the box. Above Charleston, West Virginia, I guesstimated seventy degrees and passed over the Appalachian Range at an angle that took me near Charlottesville, where I changed course northward a bit and began slowing down. When I spotted Quantico Marine base, I dropped to subsonic for the short, treetop-altitude dash into Washington, D.C. along I-95 as Doris linked to me. 

    "Ed, Stella just arrived. Can you think of any reason we shouldn't use this little adventure to convince her of our sincerity? Just you, me, and her for now." 

    "Depends, ma'am. If your sincerity will have her locked in some lab, no. If your sincerity will be satisfied with whatever she's willing to agree to, okay." 

    "I thought we already settled that, Ed." 

    "Then what's the answer, again, please?" 

    "Totally voluntary. Will that do?" 

    "Yup. Thank you, milady. Put her on the line." A mental version of Stella's rich contralto wonderingly asked, "Ed, are you really there?" 

    "Yup. I'm heading into D.C. above I-95 at the moment. Gonna tank up before I go see about the plane." 

    "That's what Doris said. We can see you on this computer screen because of that suit you're wearing." 

    "Sorry I had to eat and run, ma'am, but Doris'll slap me around if I don't jump at her every little whim." 

    "You putz," said Doris. "I may slap you around for saying that about me, too." 

    "See? She's mean to me all the time, Stella. Are you feeling sympathetic yet?" 

    Stella laughed and said, "No, not yet, but keep trying, Ed. Doris tells me they're pretty sure that nuclear weapon is real." 

    "Yeah, that's what she told me, too. I think she's just trying to scare me, though. She's like that sometimes." 

    "Ed," said Doris, "Quit bullshitting the new girl. You ought to just about be there by now." 

    "Yup. This morning traffic is a bitch, though." 

    "So be glad you're above it all this trip." As promised, Glenda was waiting on the roof. 

    "Found Glenda," I said. "Lemme have my head back now, ladies. Glenda looks as if she may be as mean as Doris. 'Bye for now, Stella." 

    "Okay. Goodbye, Ed." 

    "We'll link when you leave," said Doris. "Bye." Greeting me with a brief handshake, Glenda took me to a service elevator to the basement, where she led me down a short hall to an open electrical panel. 

    Glenda stood about five-seven and wore a no-nonsense demeanor with her brown suit jacket and skirt ensemble. I couldn't help noticing her legs, but she didn't seem in a mood to enjoy compliments or levity, so I kept quiet. A guy with 'Phil' on his blue maintenance uniform shirt stood by nervously as I reached for the two open lugs on the panel. A flash of electricity leaped to my right hand and made Phil startle and grunt. Glenda seemed unfazed. I suddenly realized how tired I'd been as the power flooded into me. It was almost like eating ice cream; at first a joy, but --after some twenty minutes --something of a chore to keep packing in more power that my body didn't really seem to think I needed. 

    After twenty-two minutes, I'd had enough. A faint, coppery taste similar to blood and a sense of over-fullness made me let go of the panel lugs. 

    "You still have eight minutes to go," said Glenda. Making a face to match the feel of having absorbed too much energy, I said, "Blah. I'm full." 

    "Doris said thirty minutes." 

    "Doris was guessing. Bye." 

    I headed for the elevator, which didn't work, of course. Glenda had the key. When I leaned out and looked at her, she simply shook her head and pointed at the charging panel. I flitted over to her, snatched the key along with her jacket pocket, and flew back to the elevator. 

    She came running after me; whether to try to stop me or to give me hell about her pocket, I don't know. The elevator doors closed before she got there. 

    Linking to Doris, I let her view the elevator doors before me as I asked, 

"How are things at the office?" 

    "Randy's people are holding Cook and his pals in the break room. Right or wrong, we'll hear about it later. Stella and her grizzly bear are coming with me to the ops room. You're through charging already?" 

    "Yup. Topped off a few minutes early. Glenda's a little upset about my leaving. You'll probably hear about it." 

    "No sweat. Rick plotted a course out of D.C. for you. Line up with Maryland Avenue and stay on that heading for a few minutes. The radar people at Andrews are patching another screen feed to our ops computer." Leaving the elevator, I lifted and found Maryland Avenue a few blocks away and launched straight up, staying subsonic until my height looked and felt right for going to max. 

    As my flight suit began to glow brightly again, I linked to Doris and said, "Doris, I'd like to call April and Sara a few minutes before I'm due to meet the plane." 

    "Okay. I'll let you know when and give them the details." For the next fifteen minutes or so I was alone with my thoughts until Doris linked again. 

    "Five minutes to go, Ed," she said. 

    "Thanks, Doris." 

    Extending our link outward, I probed space until I found April and Sara. 

    "Hi, ladies. I really hate to bother you at work, but something's come up down here." 

    "I'll bet," said Sara. "Getting lonely for us already?" 

    "Such an ego you have, lady. Of course I am, but there's something else up, too. A hijacked plane with a possible nuke on board. Stuff like that. Here's Doris with the news." 

    Doris filled them in quickly, and after a moment of silence, April asked, 

"Wouldn't you know they'd wait until we were out of town to pull something like this? What's the current estimate for success, Doris?" 

    "Fifty-fifty. Odds go up if Ed can get aboard the plane." 

    "He'll do it," Sara said. "Right, Ed?" 

    "Shouldn't be a problem." 

    There was absolute silence within our link for a moment. 

    "Ladies," I said, "How about some pictures of things at your end? How's progress?" 

    With a sort of deliberate brightness, Sara said, "Oh, we're getting this job done, Ed! Here's a look at things." 

    Visions of deep space came to us through the link; clouds of stars and infinite blackness. A rock seemed to be flying at us, but I realized that, in actuality, one of the ladies was flying at it. It continued growing quickly larger until, what seemed only a couple of feet from me, the rock stopped moving and Sara said she was pushing it to change its direction a bit. I found the views and motions disorienting and shut down my end of the viewing link to avoid drifting off course. 

    "Sorry, Sara. Can't deal with that stuff right now. Doris, am I still on track?" 

    "Go left just a few hairs, Ed. Yeah. That's about right. You're at twenty-eight thousand. Climb a bit and I'll tell you when to level off." We all talked for the next few minutes, until Doris told me I'd arrived at my destination and remotely fine-tuned my altitude to match that of the plane. I began studying the eastern sky for a shiny speck as my flight suit cooled. When the suit developed a rime of frost, I opened the top and pulled out the box Randy had given me. 

    Working mostly by touch as I watched for the plane, I fastened the pistol belt around my waist, threading it through the holster's tough plastic belt loop, and then did the same on the left side with the ammo pouches. Shoving the radiation detector and gloves into the top of my flight suit, I rezipped and let the box plummet toward the clouds below as I checked the action of the .44. The hammer and cylinder moved easily when I cocked and uncocked it a few times, so I put it back in the holster. 

    "Doris," I sent, "If your radar can see me, so can the plane's radar, right?" 

    "Right, but you aren't acting like a plane or a missile, and we'll pretend we can't see you if they ask. You'll be just another unverified UFO." 

    "Good enough, I guess." 

    Another few minutes passed before I spotted the bright dot that was the plane and descended a few thousand feet to remain unseen by passengers and crew. It didn't take the plane long to reach my position and pass over me, and I fell in behind it and caught up with it within seconds. Doris had said that she'd cut me some slack, distance-wise, but I was definitely feeling the high-speed run I'd made. When I moved to catch up with the plane, my system let me know that I was on the verge of pushing matters too far. 

    A flashing, rotating light on the underside of the plane caught my attention as a possible source of energy. I flew up next to the dome and smashed the light's cover. 

    Ripping away the rotating reflector mechanism, I removed the light bulb and twisted away the mounting plate. Using a thumbnail to strip insulation from the electrical lead, I pressed my thumb against the bare wire as I gripped the reinforced edge of the fixture's hole in the fuselage. The influx of electricity was slow and miniscule compared to what I'd drawn from the electrical panel before leaving D.C., but it was enough to quiet my jangling system and slowly feed my reserves. 

    "Doris," I said, letting her see what I was doing, "I'm going to recharge a bit before I get to work. Getting out here made me feel as if I'd run a marathon." 

    "How long will you need?" 

    "A few minutes is all. Just a snack." 

    "Have you considered simply entering the plane through the cargo area?" 

    "Nope. Cameras and motion detectors may be watching the cargo. You know; in case something shifts or comes loose." 

    I 'heard' her ask someone if that was gospel and 'heard' his affirming reply through her ears. 

    "Okay," she said. "Glad you happened to know that." 

    "Saw it on some 'Discovery' show. Any news?" 

    "No. Nothing new." 

    "Later, then. You know where to reach me." 

    "I'd rather stay in contact, Ed." 

    "It would be distracting, milady. I'd be thinking about your legs instead of the job at hand. You know how men are." 

    With a very deliberate mental sigh, she said, "Yeah. Okay. But Ed..." she seemed to pause a moment, then said, "If, uh... if things go to hell out there, link up. Please." 

    "You mean if they decide to set off a bomb? Are you sure you'd want to be in on something like that?" 

    Her 'tone' was terse as she said, "Just do it. For me. For all of us. Okay?" 

    "Yeah. Okay," I said, then I closed the link. 
Chapter Fifteen

    A few minutes later, the juice stopped flowing through the wire. Somebody must have spotted the malfunctioning signal light on the alert board, run diagnostics that didn't kill the alert, and shut it down. Oh, well. Time to get to work, anyway. 

    Flying to the topside of the plane, I found the spot Doris had suggested as a place to make holes. Moving about six feet to the left --where I expected there might be restrooms --I fired a round into the plane. Nothing seemed to happen, so I fired another round a foot further back along the fuselage. Again, nothing seemed to happen. Putting a hand over the hole, I felt a strong outward pressure. Okay, maybe something had happened, after all. 

    Any noticeable loss of cabin pressure will set off alarms; I waited a couple of minutes to see if the plane would begin to descend, but it didn't. Time to poke a hole in the other end. 

    "Ed," said Doris, "An update. If the pilot and copilot have been killed or incapacitated, there are two other pilots on the passenger manifest. One's retired military and the other works for a charter airline. Both have time in big jets." 

    Hovering above the cockpit, I wondered if I'd hit anything important. Or anyone. It seemed unlikely, since there was so much instrumentation built into the walls and ceiling in the cockpit of a 747, and redundancy was required. I fired twice more, a shot well to each side of the cockpit, then holstered the

.44 and answered Doris. 

    "Thanks. I didn't want to have to drive this bus, anyway. Anything else?" 

    "Not yet." 

    "Okay. I've put two rounds into the rear and two into the cockpit. Now we're waiting to see if they'll descend." 

    "If it doesn't descend, what are you going to do?" 

    "That would mean the pilot's on oxygen or the bird's on autopilot. I'd pop a windshield and climb into the cockpit." 

    The aircraft abruptly began dropping away from me and I adjusted course to stay with it. 

    "Update," I said, "They're going down. Fast, too." 

    "So we see. Does it appear to be a controlled descent?" 

    "Well, so far it doesn't look as if I hit the pilot, if that's what you're really asking, milady." 

    I could feel Doris's small, wry smile as she said, "Yeah, that's what I meant." 

    At the rear of the plane, I waited until we stopped descending, then began widening the bullet holes by driving my hands into the plane's metal skin and spreading them. I had only to shove some insulation and wiring aside to dig all the way through to a tiny restroom. 

    By that time the restroom door below was vibrating violently in its frame. When it abruptly opened, I instantly backed away from the hole and out of sight, peeking downward through a tiny slit between two flanges of ripped aluminum. 

    A guy stared up at the hole in shock for a moment, then slammed the bathroom door. Figuring he'd tell someone else who'd also want to see the hole, I stayed out of sight. 

    Sure enough, the door opened again in moments and two men stared upward as they gabbled at each other. As soon as the door closed again, I went back to work enlarging the hole. 

    When the hole was big enough for my shoulders, I climbed down into the restroom. The amount of noise from the wind would make a stealthy exit to the main cabin impossible, so I shoved the radiation detector around to the back of my flight suit, put on my gloves, and simply opened the restroom door to step into the corridor. 

    Two very startled men holding MAC-11 submachine pistols spun to face me from less than six feet away, just inside the alcove entranceway. To silence and disable them, I stepped forward and slammed their heads together. To make sure neither man could wake up and sound an alarm, I took a moment to break each man's neck. 

    Some of the passengers had seen what had happened. I gestured at them to face front and put a finger to my lips to tell them to keep quiet. One kid wouldn't turn around. I drew the .44 mag, aimed the big muzzle of it at him, and pointed ahead insistently. He paled and quickly turned to face front as I pulled the guards and their weapons into the bathroom and closed the door. 

    The noise from the wind in the bathroom had covered any sounds made by my actions, as well as excusing any surprised reactions from surrounding passengers. I peeked around the cabin entranceway for more guards. Someone was standing near the galley alcove curtains at the far end of the cabin segment, facing away from me in a stance that seemed to indicate he was standing guard fairly attentively over the next cabin segment. Good enough. Looking to the right, I saw another guard --a woman with a MAC-11 --at the rear of the other aisleway. One quick leap over the heads of the passengers put me where I could grab and crush the wrist of her gun hand as I struck at her head. 

    She saw me coming in time to get her mouth open, but not in time to shout. My punch to her temple snapped her neck and I laid her on the floor at the far end of the starboard alcove. 

    The guard by the alcove curtains forward was still facing ahead. Flying at him to avoid being heard, I put a hand over his mouth and crushingly punched the back of his neck with the edge of my hand, then quickly twisted his head hard to make sure he was properly broken. 

    Grabbing the MAC-11 to avoid having it fall noisily to the deck, I took another look around as I lowered the guard to the deck behind the curtains. At the next galley ahead, another armed man stood half-in and half-out of the galley, talking rather animatedly to someone. Depending on who was in the galley, it might be difficult to take him out quietly. 

    Flying very close to the deck, I stopped just before the galley curtains and arced over the heads of passengers again to hover above the other galley entrance and listen. 

    In English with a Middle-Eastern accent, the man was saying in a quiet, supercilious tone, "...and all those of our faith will become holy martyrs, Miss Johnson. The rest of you will simply die. At least it will be quick and painless, which is more than any infidel deserves. And now that I've answered your idiotic question, you will finish assembling that coffee, and then you will kneel before me." 

    The sound of a zipper followed his little speech. Hm. He was too chatty to be in charge, but apparently not too worried about being caught getting a blowjob in the middle of things. 

    Maybe he was someone in the middle of the command structure, though, or he'd be standing a quiet guard someplace like the others. Unless he was just an arrogant, talkative religious putz, of course. Kill him or not? 

    I decided to kill him and hovered above the alcove entrance as I said quietly but intently, "Excuse me, sir, but I really, really have to go to the bathroom. Please?" 

    The guy slapped the curtain back, lunged forward, and aimed his machine pistol into the cabin area, apparently enraged that one of the infidels had dared to speak. I reached down to crimp the muzzle of the gun as I punched the back of his skull hard enough to cave it in, then let him down quietly and flew into the galley to silence Miss Johnson. 

    Miss J was typical of big-airline female flight attendants; tall and skinny with a pretty face. Stopping in front of her, I put a hand over her mouth and one behind her head to keep her from retreating as I spoke quietly. 

    "Forget the blowjob, Miss Johnson. The three hijackers in the back are down and so is the guy who was talking to you. Are you gonna be quiet if I let you go?" 

    Her nostrils flared and her eyes were like saucers for a couple of moments, then she blinked hard, seemed to sag a bit, and nodded slightly against my hand. 

    "Anymore guards in this end of the plane?" I asked. She shook her head tersely, then her eyes flicked toward the front of the plane. 

    I took my hands away and asked, "How many and where?" She took a deep breath, leaned on the counter by the coffee pots, and hissingly said, "At least two are upstairs. And one in the cockpit. They shot two of the passengers and..!" 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Knowing who they shot won't help me. Did they bring a bomb aboard?" 

    "A bomb?! "she shriekingly whispered, "No! I mean I don't..! No! They haven't said anything about a bomb!" 

    "What's-his-face was telling you that everybody would die. Did he happen to say how?" 

    "No. I thought he meant they'd crash us into a building, like the other ones did." 

    "Maybe not. How soon will that coffee be ready?" Looking at me as if I were nuts, she asked, "Huh?" 

    "The coffee. How soon?" 

    Glancing at the pot, she said, "Uh, about five minutes." Giving her a grin, I said, "Save me some." I returned to the guy I'd punched and laid him out on the deck in the galley and took his gun. Perhaps not realizing that he was dead, Miss J gave him a hard kick in the crotch. 

    Addressing the rear-segment passengers in low tones, I asked if anyone was a cop or military. A guy in the second row raised a hand and said he was a Boston cop. 

    "Show me some ID." 

    He showed me his badge and ID card. I gave him the hijacker's crimped gun and told him to round up the other three guns and keep everybody quiet, then said, "I'll be sending someone back here with news in a few, so don't shoot him. Or her." 

    "Who are you? Who are you with?" 

    "Can't say. Now let me get back to work." 

    Peeking toward the front, I saw nobody who looked like a guard and headed for the plane's spiral stairwell. The guy at the top of the stairs was watching the herd up there when I grabbed his shirt to drag him backward and down and punched the back of his head in. To anyone watching, it would look as if he'd simply stepped too far back and fallen down the stairs. Laying him out about halfway down the stairs, I retreated to the bottom and lurked by the door of the galley below the stairs. Sure enough, someone called down a few moments later, then cautiously peered down and around as she descended toward the guy. 

    Another woman. Weren't Islamics supposed to be against letting women do anything adventurous..? 

    Oh, well. When she toed the guy's body to see if he'd wake up, her attention was diverted long enough for me to flash across and up the fifteen feet or so. She had time to see me and suck in a deep breath, but no time to scream. 

    I grabbed her gun wrist and crushed it as I slapped her in the gut hard enough to knock the wind out of her. After popping her neck I left her lying by her associate and went upstairs to check for more guards. Peeking both ways along the upper aisleway, I saw nobody with a gun, so I continued up to that deck and had a good look around, cautioning all present to be quiet. 

    Nope. Nobody else with a gun. Good enough. I deputized two guys to maintain silence upstairs and went back downstairs, where I whispered, "Any cops here? Military?" 

    Two men and a woman raised their hands. 

    "Great. Get the weapons on the stairs. A Boston cop is in charge of things in the back. One of you go back there --carefully --to give him a sitrep and back him up. No shooting unless you absolutely have to. Keep things quiet." One guy nodded, as did the woman, but the other guy asked, "How about you give us a sitrep first?" 

    "Okay. There are no live hijackers upstairs or in the back. I'm working my way up to the cockpit. That's it." 

    "Who the hell are you?" 

    "Just keep a lid on things here. I need to get moving." His mouth was open to say something else as I lifted and shot toward the next galley alcove. Parting the curtain and peeking through, I saw only one guard in the forward-most cabin area. He was armed with a MAC-11 and alertly standing near the front of the cabin. I could see no way to get to him without risking gunfire. 

    Retreating a few rows, I looked around for a flight attendant and spotted one talking to one of the newly-armed people by the stairwell. Flying over to her, I asked, "Do all of these galleys have phones? Can one galley call another?" 

    When she nodded, I thumbed over my shoulder and said, "Then go call the front galley. Let it ring until someone answers, okay?" 

    "B-but... What do I say?" 

    Sighing softly, I said, "Tell him he's ugly. Swear at him. Offer to fuck him. I don't care what you say, as long as it makes him look some other way for a few seconds." 

    She was very obviously reluctant to do as I asked, so I asked, "Hey, I got this far, didn't I?" and turned to the woman who'd taken charge of a MAC-11. 

    "Lady, you've got guts or you wouldn't be holding that MAC. Help her make that call or make it yourself. Okay?" 

    The woman nodded briskly and took the flight attendant's arm to pull her toward the galley. The attendant softly blurted a number as she sat shakily down on the arm of a seat. 

    "That's the number for that galley," she said. "I can't..." 

    "Say it again," snapped the armed woman. 

    The flight attendant tremulously said the number again. The armed woman glanced at me and said, "I'm on it," then walked into the galley and reached for the phone. 

    I returned to the front curtain just as the phone buzzed in the galley behind the guard. He glanced toward the doorway, then edged into the galley to take the receiver off the hook without taking his eyes away from the cabin. Shit. 

    No, wait one. Whatever the woman said to the guy made his eyes go large and he glanced rather sharply at the receiver before peering hard down the aisle at my curtain. 

    After a couple of blind, groping swipes at the galley wall failed to put the receiver back on its hook, the guy simply dropped it and began very cautiously advancing toward my curtain, his weapon at the ready. Lifting, I flattened myself against the ceiling above the doorway and waited. The curtain fluttered slightly, then was slapped to one side as the hijacker plastered himself against the seat on the left side of the aisle, almost sitting on a passenger's shoulder. Using the wall for cover, he allowed only the muzzle of his weapon to protrude slightly beyond the doorframe as he checked out the middle cabin. 

    Seeing nothing but terrified passengers in their seats, the guy craned slightly to snap a quick look left and right. That's when the woman in the next galley leaned out and grinningly gave him the finger. She was topless. No blouse, no bra. 

    Suicidal religious nutcase or not, the guy had some training and at least some small level of common sense to go with his paranoia. He didn't simply shoot or head for that galley. 

    Instead, he stood up and seemed to consider matters for some moments. I was about to simply drop in front of his MAC-11 and try to swat him before he fired when someone close behind him farted. 

    It was a sharp-sounding, stacato sort of fart that almost sounded like a machine pistol, and it startled the hell out of the hijacker. He whipped around, realized it had only been a fart, and quickly turned to face the curtain again. 

    I punched downward at the top of his skull and felt the bone crush under my knuckles as I dropped to grab the MAC-11. His grip on it went slack as he collapsed to his knees, then he toppled backward to sprawl on the deck. One of the guys I'd armed earlier rose quickly from his seat and trotted forward. I handed him the MAC-11 and put him in charge of the forward-most cabin. 

    "Stay here," I said. "Keep the gun down, but ready, and don't shoot unless you truly, honestly have to." 

    He nodded and I headed forward to the cockpit door and tapped on it. Someone on the other side said something and the phone in the galley beside me rang a moment later. 

    I let it ring and jammed my hands through the door to get a grip on it and yank it out of its frame, then stepped into the cockpit as I set the door aside. 

    Staring at me with wide eyes was a guy clutching a gaudily decorated, leatherbound book to his chest. Embossed in gold on the book's white cover was that squiggly stuff that passes for writing in the Middle East. The guy's MAC-11 was aimed at my chest. He fired twice quickly as I rushed him and both rounds ricocheted off me to dig into the surrounding electronics. He didn't get to fire a third round; I wrapped my hand around his wrist and squeezed until the sounds of splintering bone stopped and my fingers met my palm. 

    With a hiss of agony, the guy turned absolutely pale and froze. The book dropped from his other hand and the MAC-11 clattered as it hit the carpeted deck. 

    Taking a grip on his other wrist, I repeated the crushing process. His eyes rolled up, but he didn't quite pass out, so I slapped him on the side of the head. The guy fell against the navigator and dropped unconscious to the deck. 

    The pilot and copilot were staring at me, but the navigator was staring at nothing; he was dead from a couple of rounds through his chest, probably as a graphic example to the others at the beginning of the hijack. Linking to Doris, I said, "Doris, all the hijackers are down. I saved their boss for the cops. Time to crank up the RD." 

    Feelings transfer with thoughts. I felt a slight recoiling in my gut that actually belonged to Doris before she asked, "You saved... You're saying that all the others are dead?" 

    "What's the problem? Aren't you the lady who used to dare the bad guys to shoot so you could pop them?" 

    "This isn't quite the same thing, Ed." 

    "The hell it isn't." 

    "Well, then, I guess I'm not like that anymore." 

    "Sorry to hear it, ma'am. That's all the news for now." As I worked the radiation detector around to the front of the flight suit and unzipped enough to pull it out, I said, "Don't bug me with questions about who I am or how I got here. Do either of you know if there's really a nuke on board?" 

    Neither man answered for a moment, then the pilot said, "We don't think so. We think he was bluffing." 

    "But you don't know for sure?" 

    He sighed. "No, but they got those damned guns aboard, so I guess it's possible there's a bomb, too." 

    "Let's take a look. If we can't convince somebody you're clean, they'll probably shoot you down." Holding up the RD and turning it on, I said, "This is a radiation detector." 

    The device began emitting somewhat more sound than I'd heard in Doris's office. A lot more, really. I checked the numbers. Well below acceptable, but still... When I waved it around, it squalled a bit more insistently in certain directions, but the numbers rose only very slightly. 

    Holding it in one of the noisiest directions, I let it follow the trail of radiation toward the dashboard. There was luminous paint on some of the numbers. The navigator's big watch accounted for another direction; it had luminous numbers, too. 

    "The little sucker works pretty well, doesn't it?" I muttered, then said to the pilot, "Time to call in a sitrep. Tell them we've run out of hijackers and we're going to search with a radiation detector. Give 'em the model number and brand name so they'll know we aren't bullshitting them about that." The pilot raised an eyebrow at me, then keyed the radio. I heard both sides of his brief discussion with someone who seemed to speak mostly in abbreviations, then a woman came on the radio who introduced herself as an Air Force colonel and asked how she could be sure that we had the slightest idea how to search for a nuclear weapon. 

    The pilot glanced up at me. I took the hand mike and linked to Doris as I keyed it. 

    "Colonel," I said, "I brought a radiation detector aboard," and gave her the brand name and model number, as well as its current reading, then asked, 

"Will that do?" 

    She instantly said, "It will if you're for real. Identify yourself, please." 

    "Bruno Stachel. That's all you get for now. Someone will call you shortly to verify." 

    After a moment, she said, "There's no Bruno Stachel on the passenger list." 

    "I'm not on the list." 

    "That's not particularly reassuring." 

    "The caller will tell you how I got aboard." A few moments passed before she rather cautiously said, "I see. Well, then, good luck up there. We'll need a full report as soon as possible, Stachel." 

    Doris said, "I'm making the call now, Ed." 

    "Thanks. She sounded kinda cute for a colonel. Tell her I'm a real Prince Charming, too, willya?" 

    "Oh, of course. No problem." 

    Aloud, I said, "Copy that, Colonel. Later, ma'am." A 'full report' would be one that guaranteed that we'd either disarmed or dumped the nuke or hadn't found one. Handing the mike back to the pilot, I turned to get a grip on the hijacker's shirt to drag him out of the cockpit. The pilot said, "Bruno Stachel? That's a character out of a book. 'The Blue Max'." 

    Dragging the hijacker toward the doorway, I said, "Yup. You got it. Ready to go bomb-hunting?" 

    Nodding, he said, "Yeah. Let me tell the passengers..." 

    "No. Right now they're in their seats. They won't stay seated if you tell them the hijackers are dead." 

    "Dead? You killed them all?" 

    "Not this one. Let's go, Cap." 

    Glancing at the doorway, he asked, "Are you sure you got them all?" 

    "Yup, and I've deputized a few passengers to keep the peace; a Boston cop and some others who looked capable." 

    Dumping the hijacker in the aisleway, I waved at the guy with the MAC-11

to come forward and told him to keep an eye on the hijacker. 

    "Find something and tie him up. They'll want him alive for questions, so don't accidentally shoot him, okay?" 

    "Got it. Hey, what's wrong with his arms?" 

    "He got them caught in something up front. Hold the fort while we look for explosives." 

    "Explosives?!" 

    "Hey, they're hijackers, aren't they? It's worth a look." The pilot eased past the muzzle of the MAC-11 and said, "Ready. What are we looking for?" 

    Showing him the RD, I said, "Anything that makes this gadget scream." 

Chapter Sixteen

    Holding the RD up near the overhead compartments, I walked all the way to the tail without hearing a rise in tone. I swept it around the tail, through the restrooms on one side and then the other, and through all the galleys as I worked my way up the other aisle to the front of the plane. Upstairs was clean, too. The pilot led me to the cargo hold, and after carefully working our way up one side and down the other with no indication of excess radiation, I asked if there were any other places we could check. 

    "The wheel wells," he said. "The galley dumbwaiters. I can't think of any other places they could have gotten to." 

    "Are your cockpit electronics shielded?" 

    "Yes, against EMP, but I hope never to have to find out if it really works." He snorted a tense laugh and added, "And if the bomb's on board, I don't think the shielding'll do a helluva lot of good, anyway." Linking to Doris as we searched, I asked, "Doris, would EMP shielding mask radiation?" 

    "Not the kind of radiation you're looking for, I don't think. I'll verify that right quick, though. Stand by one." 

    "Okay, thanks. Ask around down there and see if there are any suggestions about unusual places to search a 747. We've been upstairs, downstairs, and all around the house. No radiation readings yet." 

    "Great. Ed, Randy just said that standard EMP shielding won't hide hard radiation. But consider; in order to be carried through an airport undetected, the bomb container would have to have pretty decent shielding." 

    "Did anybody come up with anything about odd places to hide a bomb?" 

    "Nowhere you haven't already mentioned." 

    "Okay, then. I'll go out and run the RD over the wings and tail, too, before I call the job done." 

    "Good idea, although I can't imagine how they'd sneak a bomb into a wing." 

    "Repairs. Replacements. What gets checked or replaced regularly on a plane? Lights? Moving parts? Fittings?" 

    "Oh, shit. Right. Well, like I said; good idea." When I told the pilot that I'd step outside to have a look at the wings and tail, he briefly gave me the kind of look people reserve for the truly insane, then it seemed to occur to him that I hadn't been on the passenger list. 

    I was feeling kind of tired and ragged again. 

    "Where are we now?" I asked. "How long until New York?" 

    "An hour and a half." 

    "Jesus. Time really flies when you don't watch the clock, doesn't it? Show me some kind of high-power line that I can tap without hurting the plane." 

    "You mean an electrical line?" 

    "Yeah. Now, please. I need to hook up for a few." He seemed to have to think about that for a moment, then he led me back into the cargo hold and pointed to a covered electrical outlet on the wall by a cargo door. 

    "Thanks," I said, thinking of stripping the wires on a power cord, "What do you have that plugs into it?" 

    "Nothing. It's only for ground crew use." 

    Oh, of course. There'd been no neat, clean, or easy way to do anydamnedthing this morning. Why expect things to change now? Nodding, I handed him the RD, then lifted a foot or so to avoid grounding out as I ripped the outlet out of the wall and tore it free from the wires. After taking off my gloves and stripping the ends of the wires, I pinched the wires between my thumbs and forefingers as the pilot backed away and stared at me. 

    "Don't go too far," I said as the current rushed into me and seemed to start filling a void. "I'm gonna need that detector in a few minutes." The pilot stopped backing up and simply stared at me as he said, "You... uh, you're floating... and, uh... well, you really ought to be dead by now. What the hell are you doing? For that matter, how are you doing it?" Shrugging, I said, "Here's the short version; I just am. Trust me, it's a good thing." 

    Stepping forward to study my grip on the wires for some moments, he said, 

"Yeah. Okay. I'm Jack Miller. I'd offer to shake hands, but..." As he nodded at my hands, I said, "Yeah. No sweat." Ten minutes of feeding from the plane's high voltage line made me feel a lot better, even though I felt less than a third full. Miller and I talked about other possible inboard hiding places as I soaked up the energy, but we didn't come up with anyplace that we hadn't already checked. The conversation shifted to me again and Miller pointed out the fact that I wasn't making contact with the floor. 

    "Don't know why you think that's so strange," I said. "I got up here on my own, didn't I? By the way, there's a hole in your plane above one of the portside rear restrooms. That's how I got in. That's also how I'll be getting out to check the wings, unless you'd rather I use a door." Miller's eyes got big. 

    "Oh, holy shit! Why didn't you tell me that before?!" as he ran to grab a phone on the wall. 

    He punched four buttons, waited a moment, then said, "Check fuel consumption! Yes, dammit! The guy came in through a hole! Yeah, you heard me right! How the hell should I know? It had to be a hole big enough to climb through, right?! No, goddamn it, I haven't seen it with my own eyes, but he's aboard, isn't he?! Yeah, yeah, okay. Sorry." 

    When he looked at me, I asked, "That's a problem, huh?" He nodded. "Oh, yeah. A hole that big will create a helluva lot of drag. Burns more fuel, especially at this altitude. Jesus. A fucking hole the size of... of you! Damn!" 

    He broke off and listened intently to the phone for a few moments, then said, "Double check it. Yeah. I'll go up there in a minute. Just make sure those numbers are right." 

    Glancing around as he hung up the phone, Miller settled for placing the RD

on the deck and said, "I'm going up there. Which restroom was it?" 

    "Portside. Rear. Don't worry, you can't miss it." 

    "That's not funny, damn it." 

    "Then don't laugh. I'll be along in a minute. Where's the electrical tape?" 

    "The what?" 

    Letting go of the wires to put my gloves back on, I asked, "You want me to leave these wires hanging out bare? Where's the tape?" Opening a wall storage compartment under the phone, Miller fished up a two-inch-wide roll of black plastic tape and tossed it to me, then headed for the ladder. 

    I wrapped the ends of the wires and stuffed them back into the wall, then followed him upstairs, closing the hatch cover and latching it before flying over the heads of the passengers to join him at the punctured restroom. Miller had cracked the door open a bit and was holding it against the strong updraft as he stared up at the sky through the hole I'd made in his plane. 

    "How bad is it, really?" I asked. 

    He glanced back glaringly at me, then pulled the door shut rather too firmly and turned to face me. After a moment of glaring at me, he slumped a bit and leaned on the wall. 

    "Aw, hell," he said. "It's bad. That's all. Just bad." 

    "Bad, like we definitely won't make New York? Or just bad, like it'll be kind of close?" 

    Nodding, he said, "Yeah. It'll be close. Real close, if Morey's numbers are right." 

    "What are we carrying that we can dump?" 

    "Anything except people, but I want to run the fuel numbers myself before we do anything like that." 

    "There are six bodies you can toss overboard, Cap, and I can get home on my own." 

    He shook his head. "That wouldn't be nearly enough." 

    "Okay. How about if I tack something down over the hole? I could rip a piece off one of those cargo modules downstairs." 

    Shaking his head, he said, "No. You might hit something under the skin." He didn't say what I might hit. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Okay, so I'll cover the hole from the inside, brace it in place, and use a regular ol' door to go outside. If I tear off a sheet of cargo-box and roll it up, it'll fit through the hold hatchway. I can pound it into place in here and you'll just have a shallow crater out there instead of a gaping hole." 

    Miller brightened a bit and seemed to give that idea some thought before asking, "How soon can you have it in place?" 

    "Would five minutes be good?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes! Go! Do it!" 

    A few minutes later I had a 4x4 sheet of cargo-box skin flattened out enough to form a decent seal. A slight difference between inside and outside air pressure held it in place while I yanked strips from the bottoms of the thin wall metal and bent the strips upward to hold the patch in place. 

    "There you go, Cap. If you want it any tighter than that, you'll have to find some caulk. How about I go outside now?" 

    He noddingly agreed, but I couldn't tell whether he was agreeing with my assessment of the ceiling patch or with my getting the hell off his plane. Once I was outside I helped him get the door shut, then went to pound flat the edges of the patched hole and begin my search with the tail. Running the RD over the flats and angles of the tail caused no change in the display, so I headed for the left wing and traced the edges before flying over the center. Still no high readings. I flew under the plane to the other wing. 

    After the same procedure turned up no readings for the right wing, I was about ready to call the search finished, then it occurred to me that the cockpit was actually quite some distance back from the actual nose of the plane. 

    Linking to Doris, I asked, "Doris, what's in the nose of a 747? Electronic stuff, like in a fighter jet?" 

    She conferred with someone and came back with, "Yes." I'd already flown up there to scan by the time she answered. As I neared the end of the aircraft, I finally got an above-ambient reading on the RD

display. Way the hell above ambient, in fact. 

    "Doris, the nose is reading hot. Real hot." Doris's tone was hollow as she muttered, "Oh, hell." The reading was highest at the lowest point of the nose cone. I stuffed the RD into my flight suit and simply guessed where to start. Digging my fingers into the nose, I wrenched away a chunk of the layered, plastic-like material, tore out some insulation, and then shoved my hand in past the inner wall to yank out a chunk of that and look inside. 

    Couldn't see a thing. Poking a fist-sized hole somewhat higher in the plane's nose let in some light and made both pilots freak out and try to wave me away. I held up the RD and pointed at the plane's nose, then ignored them. Again peering through the lower slot, I saw a sleek, three-foot-long grey box about a foot deep. It was lying on its side and I didn't see any attaching wires, but to be safe, I moved to the far side of the area and poked another fist-sized hole in the nose, then had a look at the box from that angle. Nope. No wires. It looked as if they'd just set the damned thing in there and closed up the nose. It was probably remote-controlled or timed. I called Doris with a sitrep, let her see what I was seeing, and she tentatively agreed. 

    "Someone's probably waiting in New York, Ed. If the plane isn't shot down, that someone will probably wait until it's on the ground, then press a button." 

    "Sounds about right. Things could be worse, I guess. A rapid descent didn't set it off, so moving it probably won't bother it any, either." After a moment, Doris very quietly said, "It's your call, Ed. Those people aren't going to land as things are now." 

    Wrenching away some more of the nose to enlarge the hole, I sighed and said, "Yeah, I know. I'm gonna get this thing out of here. I think it's time to link with April and Sara again." 

    "I... I'm sorry, Ed. Yes. It's definitely time to link." 

    "Don't get all fuzzed up, ma'am. Not yet, anyway. All I have to do is get the box out and away from the plane, then get rid the damned thing and haul ass." 

    I established the link with April and Sara and let Doris explain the situation as I eased the box --almost as wide as it was long --toward the larger opening and lifted it slightly to check again for wires. Still none visible. 

    "Ladies," I said, "I just wanted to say that I love you all very much. If that's enough for now, I need to get this box away from the plane fairly quickly." 

    April quickly, tensely replied, "We love you, too, Ed. Keep the link open." 

    "Yeah," said Sara. "Keep it open, Ed. We want to be with you, no... no matter what." 

    Again lifting the box slightly, I checked underneath the other end of it. No tethers, no wires. Nothing. Great. I continued sliding the box out and watching carefully until I held it in my arms, then I rose to hover above the nose of the plane for a moment, in full view of the cockpit. 

    "Got the box," I said to the ladies. "I'm letting the flight crew see it before I leave." 

    Miller and the copilot stared almost bugeyed at me as I showed them the box and patted it. I gave them a thumbs-up they could radio in to the colonel lady and continued upward barely subsonic, accelerating to max speed as soon as the plane had become a speck in the distance. 

    "Ladies," said Doris, "My radar now has him lifting away from the plane at close to mach 4. " 

    Tensely, quietly, April breathed, "All right!" 

    "Go, Ed!" said Sara. "Go, go, go!" 

    "Yes'm," I said, "I'm definitely hurrying. Doris, the pilot made a big deal about the hole in his roof, so he might like to know about the holes I just made in the nose, too. And, if that plane were to land on schedule, when exactly would that be and how much time do I have left to dump this thing?" 

    "I thought you might ask about that. Good news. You have about thirty-two minutes to get rid of that box, and that's allowing you ten to get the hell away from it because you aren't running at full steam." 

    "Sounds good. I'll take it to space and toss it." April said, "I'm not sure that throwing a homemade nuke is a good idea, Ed." 

    "Well, I'm not sure, either, milady, but I don't want it falling back into the atmosphere, and I'm going to be running real low on juice in half that time. Sooner, really. I spot-charged on the plane, but I figure I'm down to less than a quarter-tank or so. If I can make ten minutes of full speed, I'll feel lucky as hell." 

    Doris calmly said, "That would be over five hundred miles, Ed, and don't forget that you'll be in direct, unfiltered sunlight once you reach space. You may run pretty low, but you won't run completely out of power out there." Sara enthusiastically said, "Hey! She's right, Ed!" and I felt kind of silly for not having realized the same thing. 

    Oh, hell. Of course. I'd recharge enroute in hard sunlight. Not nearly enough to offset the energy I'd be pissing away at full speed, but I wouldn't run dry, either. I could just push on at whatever my 'best speed' happened to be until Doris told me to get rid of the damned nuke. 

    "Check it out," said Sara, with a laugh in her 'voice'. "He's almost blushing! That was kind of a big 'duh', Ed!" 

    April mimicked Sara's, "Hey! She's right, Ed!" exclamation and laughed, then said, "Uh, huh. Like you realized it before he did, and you've been sucking up energy your whole life. You ought to be blushing, too, you bimbo." Doris said, "Ed, you only need to be a few miles above the atmosphere. Why not take it easy on yourself? Cut your speed and cruise at something comfortable. It's not..." 

    Her link actually ceased for a moment, then she came back to us yelling, 

"Oh, shit! Oh, god-damn those idiots! Get rid of it, Ed! Right now! It's on the news, for God's sake!" 

    I threw the box upward as hard as possible and reversed course as Sara almost screamed, "What's on the news?!" 

    Doris let us hear what she was hearing, a man's voice saying, "...and sources have just informed us that a suspected nuclear device has been removed from the aircraft..." 

    "Get rid of it, Ed!" Doris yelled. "Right now! Get rid of the goddamned thing!" 

    Plunging downward as quickly as I'd been ascending, I replied, "Already have, Doris!" just before the sky turned blindingly bright. About another second elapsed before my flight suit was burned off my back. There were explosions at my left hip and right thigh. My pistol belt separated from me and seemed to dash downward ahead of me briefly. The back half of it was gone and the rest flashed incandescently and disappeared. I caught a momentary glimpse of my .44. It survived very briefly as a white-hot outline of a gun, then it went molten and splattered apart in the turbulence. 

    It occurred to me somewhat dimly that the gun's cylinder had been missing; probably blown out of it by the force of the last two rounds exploding in confinement. 

    Women were screaming in my mind as the shock wave slammed me downward even faster than I'd been going on my own, then the screams were overwhelmed by the sounds of air being shredded and consumed at the atomic level. Then there was nothing but a loud humming inside my head as my consciousness tried to fade out and I tried to hang onto it. What seemed like only seconds later, a violent updraft seemed to try to haul me back toward the explosion above, but the force of the gale quickly faded. My vision darkened and dwindled to something like a pinpoint for what seemed like an awfully long time. I lost mental contact with the ladies and my total awareness was limited to my own half-formed thoughts. The pinpoint began to expand to let in light and shadows. I felt relief even as I worried that my vision might not return to normal, but it continued to clear until a huge, blurry shape that seemed very near began to make sense. As I tumbled, I caught brief glimpses of the fireball rising above and dimly realized that it seemed to be reaching downward, as well, as if for me. No, not reaching, exactly. Not like the heightening stem of smoke above, at least. 

    The bottom was only swelling outward in all directions. It didn't seem able to catch up to me, though, and I decided to try to recover myself a bit before trying to stop my fall. 

    The remains of my flight suit hadn't survived even a second after the back of it had been seared off me; it had been whisked off and away as soon as the blasting wind had gotten underneath some edge of what was left of it. All the skin on my back and the soles of my feet, which had been facing the blast, suddenly screamed in fiery agony that made me arch backward to try to ease the pain. 

    Arching didn't help with the pain even a little bit, of course, but spreading out like that began to slow my tumbling. Within moments I was face-down and flat in the air, falling like a skydiver toward the huge hole the shockwave or heat had blasted in the layers of thin clouds below. Taking a deep a breath, I found yet more sharp pain as my skin refused to flex across my back. I froze in mid-breath before hissing, "Owww! Damn!" through clenched teeth and trying to force my cringing back muscles to relax. April yelled, "Ed! Ed! We hear you!" 

    Sara laughed in a high-pitched and hysterical manner and screamed, "He made it! He's alive!" 

    "Guess I didn't hurry fast enough," I said. "I can't see how bad things are; it's all on my back. Doris, what about the plane? Is it still in the air?" 

    No answer. No sense that she was still linked, either. Casting an open link at her, I called, "Doris?" Her link came back on as the open type that let us hear what she heard in the room around her; a melange of people talking, some woman shouting an order, and phones ringing. 

    We also heard her take a deep breath and sob, then blow her nose. When she spoke, it was in an almost --but not quite --conversational tone. 

    "I'm here, Ed. You... ahh... You disappeared from our screens and..." She coughed softly, then continued briskly, "Things got kind of frantic here for a few moments before we realized that your flight suit had probably burned away. Radar can't see you now." She sighed, then added, "The plane's fine, but if you're still falling, you're about to get very wet. I'll... uh... I'll be back in a minute." 

    I sent back, "Hey, it might feel real good to get wet right now," before I realized her link was again turned off. 

    It seemed a long few moments before April asked, "How badly are you hurt, Ed? Really? No kidding around." 

    "Yeah," said Sara. "No kidding. Are you okay?" 

    "No idea. I've got a ringing, nasty headache and probably the worst sunburn anyone ever had on my back and feet. I was diving away from the box when it went off." 

    "That's it?" asked April. "That's all? You're sure?" 

    "Hell, no, I'm not sure, but I think so. I'm probably a little radioactive at the moment, though." 

    Laughing tensely, Sara said, "So you'll glow in the dark for a while. That could be kind of interesting, couldn't it?" 

    "Nope. I can't be your nightlight toy, ma'am. Only inanimate objects glow from radiation." 

    "Not to worry," said April. "You're still alive, so your body will convert the radiation to energy. Not as quickly as ours, perhaps, but it'll eventually clean itself by using the energy." 

    The shining clouds below turned out to be the high, cirrus type, so thin as to be almost invisible while I was among them, and in seconds I'd fallen through them. I could now see the ocean and some puffy clouds at lower altitudes. 

    I decided to end my high-velocity plunge and start heading toward shore, so I altered my position to fall feet-first and applied my flight power to the task as I looked up to let the ladies see the towering pillar from the blast reaching for space. 

    To my surprise, my merest effort to stop my fall was more than enough. Ordinarily I'd have continued plummeting for some distance as my thrust counteracted inertia and redirected me, but I stopped falling almost instantly. 

    Huh. It was kind of odd, but certainly not a bad thing. I took a moment to hang there and check myself out more thoroughly. Fingers and toes and ears were intact. Still seemed to have hair in all the right places, too. Flexing my arms and legs gently, I found that the pain from my back and feet had faded considerably, but that I felt swollen all over and my nerves were jangling as if I had a serious caffeine high on top of too little sleep. Glancing at the backs of my arms and legs, I saw that I didn't look the way I felt. There was no apparent swelling; not even on the parts of my arms and legs that were still almost cherry-red. Touching the red area on my arm, I discovered that it didn't feel hot; it seemed to be the same temperature as the rest of me. 

    Letting April and Sara share in my self-discoveries, I asked, "Ladies, what do you think's going on? An energy surplus?" 

    Sara giggled, "Gee, Ed, maybe you're just retaining today." 

    "Maybe you're full of something, too, ma'am." April said, "What you're retaining is energy, Ed. You should feel more or less normal again after you work some of it off." 

    Mentally nodding at her words, I grinningly replied, "Kinda thought so. Wish you were here to help me with that, ma'am." 

    "Hey! What about me?" asked Sara. 

    "Oh, you, too, definitely. No sweat, ma'am. Right now I think I could handle you both. And probably Doris, too." 

    "Uh, huh. You just dream on, mister. You'd need a month to recover from the three of us." 

    "I could live with that. As soon as Doris comes back online I'll find out which lab gets me. I'll probably wind up in a graphite tank until you two get back to Earth. Maybe longer." 

    As if speaking only to April, Sara chattered, "Oh, goodie, April! He'll have to save himself for us. Maybe we ought to take a little extra time and really shine this job up, huh? Make him really stack up his, uh... interest, you know?" 

    I said, "Oh, yeah? You diddle around too long out there and Doris'll get it all, sweetie." 

    "Oh, gee, poor Doris," said April, while allowing us to share how very little sympathy she truly felt. "Do you think she could handle that much pleasure?" 

    Doris opened her link just as I shruggingly said, "Yeah, sure. She's tough." 

    "Are you talking about me?" asked Doris. 

    "Actually, we were," said April. "Ed soaked up a bit too much energy, Doris." 

    Laughing, Sara said, "Yeah, and he says he feels kind of swollen." She laughed again. "April suggested that he ought to try to work some of it off. Are you real busy at the moment?" 

    In a businesslike tone, Doris said, "Sounds good to me, but first I want you to drop by lab two, Ed. We need to see if you're clean enough to be around other people." 

    "Oooo," said Sara. "I don't like the way she said that, Ed." 

    "Oh, right. Sure," said Doris, "Read it that way. Aren't you supposed to be, um, you know... doing something out there? Tell me again why we pay you?" 
Chapter Seventeen

    As the ladies bantered, I glanced at the sun to get my bearings and headed generally west at maximum speed. Something felt very different, and I realized that the surface below seemed to be moving much faster than usual, which would mean that I was moving much faster than usual, and I was at too low an altitude for that kind of speed. 

    Without navigational gear, I'd be a hazard to air traffic below forty thousand. I arced upward and leveled off. The climb to an altitude that looked and felt like my usual hard-run height took only three seconds. Damn! 

    A few minutes into my return flight, I said, "I wish you still had me on radar, Doris." 

    There was a tinge of alarm in her mental voice as she sharply asked, 

"Why?! What's wrong, Ed?" 

    "Nothing's wrong, ma'am. I just seem to be moving about three times as fast as I've ever managed before." 

    She snapped, "Damn it, don't scare me like that," then said, "Sorry. I'm still a little tense, I guess." 

    "No sweat. Oh, wow! I can see the coastline already." Obviously thinking I might still be somewhat disoriented, Doris quietly said, "You've only been underway ten minutes or so, Ed. You're probably seeing low cloud formations." 

    There was what looked like the end of a really big island or a peninsula on my right and I realized that the land ahead had to be Maine, so I turned to the southwest. 

    Approaching the ragged-looking shoreline, I headed for a cluster of roads and sent the ladies a picture as I said, "Nope. Not clouds. Does it look familiar to anyone?" 

    "Damn!" said Doris, "That IS land!" 

    "It's Portland, Maine, Ed," said April. "A friend of mine used to live near there, in Brunswick." 

    "Kewl. I-95 south to New York, then about two-thirty degrees until I see Dallas or Oklahoma City. Oh, by the way... Doris, I'm completely naked at the moment." 

    Sara cackled and April sighed. 

    "You can be pretty transparent, too, sometimes," said Doris, "But I'm guessing that you're hinting you'd like some clothes when you get to Lab two?" 

    "Yes'm, that would be nice." 

    "I'll make a call. Someone will meet you at the entrance." 

    "Thanks, milady. Will they have coffee, too?" 

    "At the entrance?" 

    "Well, yeah, at the entrance. I can't very well go to the mess hall if I'm leaking radiation all over the place, can I?" 

    Doris also sighed, then said, "Yeah, okay, there'll be a thermos or something, too, Ed. Can you think of anything else you won't be able to live without while we're at it?" 

    "Um... yeah. Pomegranates. I really like pomegranates." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, we're ever so sorry, sir, but the

'take-advantage-of-Doris' window is now closed." 

    "Well, whatta bitch!" exclaimed Sara. "The guy gets blasted out of the sky while saving a planeload of people and she won't even give him a lousy pomegranate?! Jeez!" 

    Sighing heavily, Doris said, "All right! I'll get him a bagful of the damned things --WHEN they're in season. For now, the coffee will have to do. He can place any other special orders from the med lab on six." 

    "Hey, Ed," said Sara, "Your boss can be a real hardass." 

    "Things could be worse," I said. "She has great legs and I could have ended up on level four. Farley'd love that. He still thinks I owe him a bunch of psi tests." 

    "Only because you do." 

    "Well, then, I'd rather honestly owe him all of them forever than cheat him out of even one of them, ma'am. Doris, is Stella still at the office? 

Let's talk about her for a minute." 

    "She's still here, Ed. April, Sara; there may be a new gene in the human pool and it seems to come with its own lifeguard. Stella claims to have been born in the sixteen hundreds and she has some impressive telepathic abilities. Interested?" 

    "Sure," said Sara. "Where'd you find her?" Doris instantly said, "He picked her up in a bar." Sara burst out laughing. 

    "Ow. Not fair, Doris," I said. "She owns the bar, ladies, so she had every good reason for being there. And she picked me up, I'll have you know, so she has great taste, too." 

    After the inevitable ragging responses had faded, April quietly asked, 

"You're saying she can link with us?" 

    "Yes," said Doris. "She seems to have to be in physical contact to do it, though. We don't know why." 

    "You're sure she has to be in contact?" 

    "No. She's developed a form of projection that she can use to control others to a degree. Ed and I had no trouble shaking it off, but he said some other people went all glassy-eyed from it. That trick could be useful at times if we can figure out how it's done." 

    Sara asked, "Any chance she's on the other team? Could this be some kind of setup or infiltration?" 

    "I don't think so," said Doris. "Of course, there's no way to be sure on such short notice. We just met her last night, and the initial meeting didn't go very well." 

    "Reason?" asked April. 

    As I banked right to cross the Appalachian Range again, I said, "Doris came on a little strong. Stella said she's spent her life hiding from witch hunters and the like. That's believable. She also said the one other person she'd ever met who shared her telepathic talent wound up as an Army guinea pig back in the sixties, and that's pretty believable, too." There was a short time of silence in the link, then April said, "No point in guessing about her. If she's readily available, put her on." 

    "Yeah, might as well," said Sara. 

    "Hold on, then," said Doris. "Listen in while I get her." Doris let us see and hear through her as she crossed the room and tapped on the open door to the visitor's lounge. Stella and Bobo were sitting on the low couch, looking through some tech brochures that were spread on the coffee table. At Doris's tapping, they looked up. 

    "Ooooo, pretty, pretty!" Sara almost whispered. 

    "Stella," said Doris, "Could we speak in private for a few minutes? Just over there in the ops room?" 

    With a glance at Bobo, Stella stood up and Bobo also rose to his feet. It was an awkward moment in a sense, because Doris didn't know whether Bobo knew about Stella's telepathic abilities, so she tried to separate them gently. 

    "Uh, no, Bobo. Just Stella, please. I won't even close the door over there, okay?" 

    Stella's eyebrow went up and her head canted slightly. 

    "Are you going to make contact with Ed again?" Doris nodded. "Yes." 

    "How is he?" 

    "Well, as I told you before, he was very battered and burned by the explosion, but he's still flying." 

    "Gee," said April. "She makes it sound as if you're coming back on a wing and a prayer, doesn't she?" 

    Sara giggled. 

    "Tell me the truth, Doris," said Stella, "How is he? Can he make it back? 

What are his chances?" 

    We couldn't see Doris's face, but we could feel her grin as she said, 

"Pretty good, really. We think he'll be fine, but he's going to our lab for decontamination and a checkup." 

    "Would... Would you mind letting me hear that from him?" 

    "No problem." 

    Whether Doris touched Stella or vice versa, I don't know, but suddenly Stella's presence was part of the link. 

    "Hi, Stella," I said, "I'm on my way to lab two. They'll check me over and I may have to avoid people for a while. They seem to think I might have picked up some radiation." 

    "Or maybe you just need a breath mint," chuckled Sara. "Hi, Stella. I'm Sara." 

    April said, "And I'm April. Hi, Stella. Welcome to our conference call." 

    "Uh... Hello... I, uh... Oh, lord... I never realized this was even possible. Where are you?" 

    One of the ladies opened her link to display a panoramic view of deep space as she headed toward one of the asteroids and shoved against it for a few seconds. 

    "We're pushing rocks around in space," said Sara. "All this stuff is on a collision course with Earth. When we finish, everything big enough to be dangerous will be headed toward the sun or one of the gas giants, like Jupiter or Neptune; whatever's close enough to catch and keep them." Through Doris's eyes, we saw that Stella had literally been stunned by her vision of space. We also saw Bobo rushing over from the hallway to help ease Stella into a chair. 

    "What did you do to her?!" he yelled at Doris. 

    "Nothing," said Doris. "She's been talking to my friends." Clearly unbelieving, Bobo grabbed Doris by the shoulders and again demanded to know what she'd done to Stella. Doris released Stella's hand, grasped the front of Bobo's jacket, and casually lifted him above her head, bumping his head gently against the ceiling tiles, then lowered him back to the floor. 

    "Calm down," she said quietly, but firmly. "Stella's fine. Just stand by for a minute, okay?" 

    Bobo stood staring at her in mild shock for a moment after she released him, then he turned his attention to Stella and knelt down beside her, taking her hands in his. 

    Stella seemed not to notice him for a moment, then her eyes seemed to focus and she smiled at him. 

    Nodding slightly, Stella softly said, "It's true, Bobo. She just let me join their... circle. Everything's fine." 

    Randy hurried up to Doris and whispered to her. We heard it perfectly, of course. 

    "Doris, the plane is on the ground, but now there are a helluva lot of questions flying around." 

    "No doubt," said Doris. "Probably from the same asshole who told the whole damned world about the nuke." 

    Shaking his head, Randy said, "No. I mean questions about your call to validate Ed, about the six bodies and the crushed wrists on the lone surviving hijacker and holes all over the plane and a flying man, and..." 

    "Randy," said Doris, "Stop to breathe, dammit. That line was scrambled. Only Colonel Archer and our people should know what was said, and if she talks, her career is over." 

    "But the radio!" said Randy. "The radio, Doris! They record everything. Bruno Stachel, D-319...uh, whatever. All that!" 

    Putting a hand on his shoulder, Doris said, "Relax, Randy. All the agencies knew we had someone up there. They all had him on radar when he disappeared in the blast, too. Now they'll probably send flowers." 

    "Oh, hell, not flowers," I said. "Make 'em send money." April and Sara snickered as Doris said, "Quiet, please." 

    "But..." started Randy, but Doris interrupted him. 

    "Randy," Doris said insistently. "We've had a big day and nobody involved is to talk about any of it to anyone outside this ops center until we decide how to handle things. Use my name to put a lid on things and take it easy, okay?" 

    When Randy appeared unconvinced, she said, "Look, Randy, if Ed made an appearance, he'd be a national hero for a while, but by tomorrow there'd be repercussions. The whiners and sissies of the press would be ramping up to milk all the newspaper sales they could out of the event. They'd be asking why Ed callously denied six of the poor little hijackers their due process of law by killing them, conveniently ignoring the fact that there wouldn't have been any jury trials anyway because everybody aboard would have been vaporized." She paused to see how he was taking her words, then continued, "If he wants one, we can issue Ed a new ID. For now, we'll just advise all who may know of Ed's survival that loose lips will destroy careers and guarantee prison time. All of those people are currently in this ops center, so go tell them that now. And relax, okay?" 

    Randy seemed to consider matters for a moment, then he nodded and hurried away as Doris sat down next to Stella and put a hand on her shoulder. 

    "Great," I muttered. "Now I'm a hero, but I'm dead." Sara snickered and said, "Just missing if there's no body." 

    "Oh, hell, that's even worse. They won't pay off on my insurance for seven years, and by then the money will be worth half as much due to inflation. This sucks." 

    Stella laughed and said, "No problem. Tell me who's supposed to get how much and I'll cover it for you." 

    "Maybe they'll make a religion out of you," laughed Sara. 

    "It may not have to come to that," Doris said dryly. "We can say that the blast interrupted our communications." 

    In a somewhat disturbed tone, April asked, "Ed, was it really necessary to kill six people on the plane?" 

    "Six insane religious freaks," I said, "They were going to nuke a planeload of people at the very least. Screw 'em." 

    "We aren't executioners, Ed. You could have..." 

    "Hey, lady, you knew where I'd been and what I'd done, but you brought me aboard anyway. Where's the surprise? Those guys were flying into oblivion anyway. All I did was keep them from taking three hundred people with them and help them get there a little bit quicker." 

    "You could just as easily have..." 

    "Yeah, but I didn't, and they're dead, and done is done, so it's a moot point and let's drop it, please." 

    After a few moments of profound silence among us, Sara quietly, flatly stated, "I don't have a problem with his handling of matters, April. We've been taught to believe that life is sacred, but should that belief extend to those who actively oppose it? I don't think so. That doesn't make any sense at all to me. Let civilized rules apply to civilized people." I was moderately stunned by Sara's statement. No jokes or jabs. No puns or innuendo. Dead serious, deep as a well, and delivered in a tone of finality. Where the hell had that side of Sara been hiding all these years? 

    "Thank you, Sara," I said. "But I think this just became a philosophical issue. Maybe even a religious one. I don't waste my time with either kind. Later, people." 

    Closing the link, I continued on toward New Mexico and lab two. The Mississippi River flowed past Vicksburg, Mississippi almost directly below me and I altered course to due west. 

    Had my speed decreased at all? It didn't seem so; I was still blasting along about as before. I decided to spend some time pushing myself a bit before checking in at the lab. 

    Was I really at max, or had I just assumed so because I'd put forth my usual amount of effort to achieve this speed? Taking a breath and setting my mind to the matter, I concentrated on going faster. 

    A fact; the human body isn't designed aerodynamically. Fingertips are relatively blunt objects, and the tilt of the head necessary to see where you're going causes a lot of friction. A nimbus of superheated air built around me and I realized that people below would think they were seeing a meteorite. 

    Heat something enough and some of it will become plasma. Damned if I know what becomes of it after that, but my elongated shroud of superheated air turned a pale combination of blue and white and extended into a long, bright tail behind me as I poured on the speed. 

    The Pacific Ocean came into view after only ten minutes or so and I knew I was really hauling ass compared to my best speed before the blast. I tried to guesstimate the numbers in my head; Mississippi River to California coast is

--what? --eighteen hundred miles? In ten minutes? 

    That would be... one-eighty miles a minute... times sixty per hour... damn..! Ten thousand, eight hundred miles per hour?! Refigure. Same results. Oh, lordy..! 

    Then it suddenly hit me; the numbers didn't matter. Once the spare energy was gone, I'd be back to my old self, more or less. Might as well just have a good time while the energy is available and forget the trivia. Doris linked and said tensely, "Ed, it's just me. No April, Sara, or Stella. Where are you?" 

    Containing myself to a degree, I said, "Over the Pacific Ocean, milady. I'm taking the scenic route." 

    After a pause, she asked, "Is that you they're talking about on the newsbrief? The fireball over the western states?" 

    "Yeah, probably." 

    "What the hell are you doing?" 

    "Just flying, as far as I know." 

    "Do you have any idea how fast you're going?" 

    "No, not really." 

    "Try thirteen thousand. An NIA satlink says so." Kewl. Okay. I tried to go faster and couldn't really tell if I succeeded until Doris said, "Now it's fifteen-eight. Sixteen-three. Sixteen-seven. What the hell are you doing up there?" 

    "I'm just blowing off some steam." 

    "Jesus. Seventeen-two, Ed." 

    I pushed myself a bit more. 

    "Seventeen-six, Ed. Seventeen-nine. Eighteen-one." 

    "If I were at the very edge of the atmosphere I think I could do a lot better. Going up." 

    "Your altitude is..." 

    "It doesn't matter. I'm going to stay just barely inside the atmosphere so you can track my heat signature. I'd just like to know my speed." 

    "Yeah. Okay. You slowed a bit when you angled upward. Seventeen-three. Four. Six. Wow! A jump to eighteen-two! You must be just about there." Sending her a view of the stars above me as seen though my now only intermittently visible nimbus, I said, "Yup. Funny, I always thought of the atmosphere as being smooth. It isn't. It's like I'm hitting little bumps up here." 

    "Twenty thousand, Ed! Oh, damn! What's escape velocity?" 

    "Twenty-five, I think. Not sure. Why? It doesn't matter." 

    "Yes it does. If you're having to spend energy to stay in orbit, you won't max your speed, but if you head straight out into space, we'll probably lose you almost immediately." 

    "Still doesn't matter. Once the extra juice is gone, I'll probably be the same old me again, so I won't be heading out into space, ma'am. I can just see myself running out of steam way the hell out there and having to crawl back at mach 4 or less for a week or so. I didn't bring anything to read, y'know." 

    "You're at twenty-three thousand, Ed. How much faster do you think you can go?" 

    "No idea, Doris. Gimme a minute and I'll try to find out." It didn't seem to me that I could pull much more out of myself, but since I'd felt the same way when I'd started the trip, I tried anyway. With no point of reference and apparently no real talent for guessing at such speeds, I waited for Doris to tell me how I was doing. 

    "Twenty-five thousand, Ed. My desk reference says you're now at escape velocity." 

    "Kewl. Too bad I don't want to escape." 

    "Twenty-seven... Twenty-nine." 

    "Doris, I've pushed to what seemed to be the max a few times since I started this trip. Every time I hit the stops, the stops seem to move farther away, as if they're readjusting themselves. This could go on for a while, I think." 

    "I have some time to spare. I'll just tell everybody I'm teleconferencing or something." 

    "Yeah, well, thanks, ma'am, but what I'm thinking is; ever since our bonding, any time something has affected one of us enhancees it sooner or later seemed to affect both of us. I'm trying to figure out how this is going to affect you." 

    "Why should it? Those were psychic things, Ed. 'Improved communications', as Sara called it." 

    "No, they weren't just that. Our strength and speed tripled after the bonding and a couple of other events tweaked us a bit more. We don't know how, but they did. I'm not so sure these changes are temporary. And will blowing off this extra energy necessarily remove the ability to capture and use it at these levels?" 

    "We could call our resident experts, you know." 

    "Maybe later. They know a lot about how their own systems work, but ours aren't exactly like theirs. We're retrofits, Doris. Besides, things are as they are. It seems more important to me to see how much things have changed. We can try to figure out the why and how of it later." 

    "You're up to thirty-eight, Ed. How do you feel?" 

    "Nothing's fallen off yet and I don't feel tired." 

    "Forty thousand. Ed, this isn't a small thing. I really think we should bring April and Sara in on this." 

    "Later. Doris, if a goldfish suddenly found himself able to swim a hundred miles an hour, what good would that ability do him in a two-foot-wide bowl?" 

    "What? Well, not much, I guess. But Earth isn't a goldfish bowl, Ed. Not at all. Speed like this might come in handy some day. Hell, it would have come in handy today, wouldn't it?" 

    "Yeah, but I was thinking in general terms. On a daily basis, he'd just be a super-fast, frustrated goldfish with nowhere to make use of his speed. Right?" 

    For some moments there was silence, then Doris said, "You have a brown belt in Tai Kwon Do, Ed. How often have you used more than a fraction of that training? Does having that belt frustrate you at all? If it has, I haven't noticed. You can hit anything you can see with a .45 auto. How often do you carry or use one? For that matter, you can change a damned tire, but you don't have a flat every day, do you? Valuable talents aren't wasted simply because they aren't used every day." 

    "Ow. That was a smack on the wrist, wasn't it?" 

    "Yes, it was. Were you planning to try to beat forty thousand some time today?" 

    "Well, gee, now that you've explained it all to me..." 

    "Yeah, yeah. Just get your ass in gear up there." 

    "You could try sounding more like a cute, fluffy cheerleader than a drill sergeant, ma'am." 

    "And you could try to break forty. Now." 

    I pushed myself again, and again the invisible stops seemed to move further up the scale, just out of reach. Doris called the numbers every so often until I reached a plateau of sorts at eighty-seven thousand. It seemed likely that I might be able to go just a little faster, but that extra bit of speed seemed to be behind a different kind of threshold and I was ready to do something else for a while; anything else. 

    "That's it?" asked Doris. "You're sure?" 

    "Sure enough, milady. Guess I may as well check in at the lab. What kind of reception should I expect? People in rad suits and what else?" As I aimed myself at the lower middle of the North American continent, Doris said, "Just people in rad suits until we know whether you're clean. They'll have an isolation booth on the southside loading platform. With coffee." 

    "Okay, thanks. What's the situation with Stella? Is she feeling any better about our little group?" 

    "I don't know, Ed. I've been a little preoccupied here in the ops room. Want a word with her?" 

    "Yeah, put her on. Maybe she'll come visit me while I'm locked away in a rad room." 

    "Stand by one." 

    Doris's view of things swiveled quickly as she turned to go to the other room and scanned the screens and instruments as she passed them. Her view moved to the doorway and beyond, and there sat Stella in conversation with Bobo. 

    As Doris approached, Stella stood up, then Bobo followed suit. Stella looked worried, and I saw Doris's hands rise into view in a protesting gesture as she stopped in front of them. 

    "Things are fine," said Doris. "He'd like to talk to you." With a glance at Bobo, Stella reached to take Doris's hand and called, 

"Ed?" 

    "Present, milady. I'm in one piece and preparing to spend some time in an isolation booth." 

    Looking at Doris, Stella's expression was wry as she asked, "How do you prepare for something like that?" 

    "Oh, I've made a list. I'll need a computer, some books, a coffee pot, some pomegranates..." 

    "Pomegranates?" 

    "Yup. And satellite TV, and a good stereo, and..." 

    "Okay, okay. I can see you plan to avoid suffering." 

    "Oh, no, ma'am. You won't be there. I'll suffer plenty." Doris rolled her eyes --an unexpected and disorienting experience from within her head --and said, "Ed, let her get her boots on before you say anything else." 

    "You're either a cold, callous woman or you know me too well. Have you told her that we're keeping a lid on my involvement in the hijacking incident?" 

    "Yes. It didn't seem to surprise her much." Stella's grin seemed to make her even more beautiful and Doris felt --and shared --my surge at the sight of her. She said nothing, but I felt her stiffen slightly and so did Stella. 

    "Sorry, Doris," I said, "But she's gorgeous. When she smiled just now... well... I'll try to contain myself if you want." 

    "No biggie," said Doris, although she 'felt' otherwise. A mildly embarrassing moment of silence ensued, then Stella cleared her throat and --aloud for Bobo's benefit --said, "I've decided to go have a talk with the lab people, Ed." 

    "You're sure about it, Stella?" 

    She nodded and said, "You didn't see how Doris handled things down here. I heard her tell someone in no uncertain terms that he wasn't going to be shooting any planes down until there were no options left. Then she had the office guards lock the guy and his aides in the break room. Randy's afraid Doris will lose her job over that. The guy's from the NIA." 

    "If they fire her, they lose me, too. After today, I doubt anyone will want the responsibility for that. Screw 'em. We're out of NIA's reach, anyway." 

    "That's what Doris said, too. Where are you, Ed?" 

    "You'll have to ask Doris. She's been tracking me." Doris led Stella and Bobo to a computer that seemed to be patched to an infrared scope. 

    "Speed is twenty thousand, two hundred," said Doris. "Ed, you should probably slow down before you change course into the thicker atmosphere." Stella and Bobo stared hard at Doris as she spoke. 

    Almost as a whisper, Stella asked, "He's... he's in space?!" Nodding, Doris calmly said, "Almost. And that wasn't just a suggestion, Ed. Back it down to mach four or so. You have some experience at that speed." I said, "Stella, she's afraid I'll make a crater in the desert. Sometimes that woman has no faith in me at all." 

    Stella snickered, then a snort of laughter escaped her. Bobo studied the monitor and asked, "Is this for real?" 
Chapter Eighteen

    "Is what for real?" asked Doris. 

    Ignoring, her, Bobo looked at his boss and said, "They want us to believe there's a radioactive naked guy coming down from space. I need some proof." Doris gestured around the offices and asked, "You think all this has been some kind of elaborate trick?" 

    Bobo said, "If I really thought that I'd have waited until Stella and I were alone or out of here to say anything. All I want is some kind of proof." Sighing slightly, Doris asked, "What the hell would that be, Bobo? 

Anything I could show you here would be suspect." 

    Stella said, "Call Anderson, Bobo." 

    "But..." 

    "Go ahead. Use my phone. Speed-dial is nineteen." Bobo took the phone she handed him and speed-dialed as he moved a short distance away from the ladies. A moment later he held a quiet conversation with someone he called 'Major', who apparently confirmed matters. After profuse thanks, he handed the phone to Stella. 

    "Hi, Andy," she said. "No, we just wanted confirmation. Yes, thanks. And you? Good. Thanks, Andy. I'll let you get back to whatever it is you do there. Thanks again. Bye." 

    "Doris," I said, "I'm over what I think is the right patch of New Mexico. Guess I'll sign off now and go check in." 

    "Okay. Any last words for Stella?" 

    "Yup. Come see me when you're in the neighborhood." Stella firmly said, "I'll do that," then, "Uh... well, take it easy, Ed." 

    "You, too. Doris; over and out and stuff like that." 

    "Same to you. I'll see about a ride to the lab." 

    "Thanks. I'll try to make it worth your while, milady." Letting go of Doris's hand, Stella seemed to visibly relax as she stepped away and sat down by the desk. Bobo moved to stand by her. Releasing the link, I concentrated on finding the gas station that marked the service road to the lab. Once I found it, I headed for the underground base's south loading area. 

    Sure enough, two radiation-suited people were using a golf cart to tow what appeared to be a big box on wheels up the ramp. As I landed near them, one got out and went to check the trailer. The other one reached in the back of the cart and held up a big stainless-steel thermos as he got out of the cart. 

    Oops. Not a 'he'. A 'she' was inside that rad suit. She held out a set of white coveralls and hospital-style slippers as she grinningly approached me, then snickered and politely turned around as I took them and put them on. 

    "Okay, I'm decent," I said as I zipped up. "Now the coffee, please, ma'am." 

    Coveralls only come in four sizes. I, of course, happen to be just a hair too large for the medium size, which means that I'm barely adequate to fill the large size, which means they're baggy as hell on me. She turned around and giggled, of course. 

    "You look like a kid in his PJ's," she said. 

    "Yours look just like mine, sweetie. Thanks for the coffee." As I poured some into the cup-lid, the other rad-suit came over with a standard C-70 radiation detector and walked around me with the pickup almost touching my coveralls. 

    "You're way over the limit," he said with a kind of sigh at the end of his sentence. "Sorry, but you ride downstairs in the box. Hi, I'm Dave Wyeth and that's Connie Brewer. We're with Bill Marek's team. We already know who you are." 

    Marek. Yeah. Met him at someone's going-away party in March. He was a level six honcho of some sort. 

    Nodding, I asked, "How much over the limit?" 

    "A lot less than we expected, but too much for socializing." 

    "Is there some reason you can't be more specific?" He blinked and glanced at Connie, then said, "Well, no. I just wasn't sure you'd know what I was talking about." 

    "Try me. But keep it real simple, though, okay?" Connie chuckled and glanced at the detector. 

    "Simple, it is," she said. "Without these suits, we'd be fatally exposed in less than an hour. Does that answer your question well enough or do you want the actual numbers?" 

    Sipping coffee, I said, "Nope. Good enough. Thanks." 

    "I'd like to know why you aren't a lot hotter," said Dave. "I saw the data feeds. You were less than a mile from zero." 

    Shrugging, I said, "All I know is that I was pretty well toasted, and then the pain stopped." 

    Handing my cup and thermos to Connie, I unzipped to the waist, slipped the top of my suit down and said, "Look at my back," as I turned around. 

    "Looks okay to me," she said. "What am I looking for?" 

    "I don't know. Am I peeling, or anything like that?" Laughing, she asked, "You mean like with a bad sunburn? No. There's no sign of skin damage." 

    Dave nudged my bare shoulder with the detector's wand and said, "Skin response seems normal." 

    I took back my thermos and poured another cup, then sipped it as I considered matters. 

    "Tell you what," I said. "Take another official reading right quick, then wait here. I want to try something." 

    Dave said, "We're supposed to get you down to the lab." 

    "It'll be there later. Go ahead. Take the reading." He did so and Connie made notes. I set the thermos and cup on the ground, stepped out of the coveralls, and launched upward at subsonic speed. The wind caught the slipper on my right foot and yanked it off. As I looked at my bare foot, the wind tore the other slipper off. Oh, well. At what looked like twenty miles up I went to about half my new max speed. After ten minutes or so of driving hard straight into space, I turned around and headed back at the same speed, braking hard to spill as much energy as possible. When I landed, I nodded at the detector and Dave aimed the wand at me. 

    "Be damned," he muttered, fiddling with it and almost touching me with the wand. "Be damned," he said again, "You're down almost four percent. What did you do?" 

    Sipping some more coffee, I said, "I ran it off. It converts to energy. If I go back up there, I can probably be pretty much clean in a few hours or so. Would that get me out of being caged up in a lab?" 

    "That would be up to Dr. Grolier," said Connie, keying her suit-mike and reporting to someone. 

    "Back in a while, then," I said, and again launched upward. 

    "Doris," I called. 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    When I explained what I was up to, she said she'd call Grolier and see how he felt about letting me go if I could burn off enough radiation, then she said that Stella was still there. 

    "You're the bait," said Doris. "Clean or not, how about sticking around the lab until Stella shows up?" 

    "I could do that. What's it worth to you, sweetie? She's gonna get me all hot and bothered, y'know." 

    "If you aren't all hot and bothered about me, I don't even want to hear about it, pal." 

    At twenty miles up, I again began accelerating to max as I stated, "Heat can easily be transferred, ma'am." 

    "Oh, I'm sure. That sounds a lot like 'any port in a storm' to me. How is that supposed to be more acceptable?" 

    "The same way it's acceptable when you and two blondes pounce on me on Saturday mornings." 

    "That only happened once." 

    "Twice." 

    Sighing, she said, "Yeah, okay, twice, if you really want to count that one." 

    "You're just mean, lady. You're no fun at all today." 

    "Well, that's just too damned bad. You gave me a bit of a scare earlier. This is payback." 

    "Hey, don't blame me. I didn't pop that nuke." 

    "I'm not trying to be rational about it. I'm trying to get over it. And I don't want to talk about it." 

    "But you brought it up, ma'am." 

    In a voice laced with iron, Doris said, "I said, I don't want to talk about it, Ed." 

    "Fine. Sure. Just don't give me a hard time about it. You sent me out there, remember?" 

    In a very quiet, firm tone, she said, "Yes, Ed. I know. Are we through talking for now?" 

    "Guess so. I'll stick around for Stella, Doris. And just for the record, we both know I was the only choice at the time. There was nobody else to send. Remember that, too. Later." 

    Doris said, "Yeah. Later," then closed the link. About two rather boring hours of high-speed flight later, I again angled downward to land at lab two's back door, but there was nobody to greet me, rad-suited or otherwise. 

    The only signs that they'd been there before were tire tracks, footprints, and my neatly folded coveralls lying on the ground with a rock on them to hold them against the wind. 

    After putting on the coveralls, I walked over to the faint line on the ground that marked the opening of the underground loading ramp and considered

'knocking' on that door, but suddenly I felt as if I might not be alone out there, after all. 

    Standing straight and looking around, I saw nothing, but the feeling of being watched was strong. Focusing a bit, I turned to face almost due north and searched for the watcher I knew to be there. 

    There was no sign of anyone nor of any cameras, but I waved a small, two-finger salute in the direction the feeling was strongest and said in a conversational tone, "Hi, there. How about letting someone know I'm back?" A basketball-sized wad of dirt seemed to flip sideways about a hundred yards away and one of the lab's 'bats' launched out of a hole in the low hillside to fly straight at me. 

    The bat stopped to hover about ten feet from me. These newer models looked like metal footballs that had been stretched about a yard. Two recessed camera

'eyes' near the nose regarded me silently for a few moments, then a woman's contralto voice emanated from the machine. 

    "A team is on their way up, sir. Are you still radioactive?" I shrugged. "Damned if I know. Maybe a little." A short pause later, she asked, "How did you know you were being watched?" Shrugging, I said, "Well, y'know, it seemed pretty likely, this being a secured facility and all." 

    "You turned to look right at my camera when you spoke." 

    "A lucky guess." 

    She let her opinion of that reply escape in a ladylike snort and said, 

"Try again, please." 

    "Meet me for coffee later and maybe I will." A moment of silence followed as the bat's twin cameras regarded me, then the woman said, "If you're still hot, you'll be in isolation. No visitors." 

    "I like your voice, ma'am. I'd take a rain check." 

    "We'll see. I thought I'd seen all the enhancees. I've been here over a month and I've never seen you here before." 

    "That may be because I haven't been here since July." 

    "Your duty ID is showing as 'Dragonfly One'. That's kind of cute, but what's your real name?" 

    "You can't find out on your own?" 

    She laughed shortly and said, "Oh, I could, but then I'd have to explain in triplicate why I opened a TS file. Are you worth that much paperwork?" 

    "Gee, I'd like to think so, but I'm probably biased. My name's Ed. What's yours, O Lady of the Bat?" 

    Laughing again, she said, "Thanks. They usually call me 'BatGirl' or

'BatWoman'. Or worse. I'm Linda." 

    "Good to meet you, Linda. Hey, are they having to train that pickup team from scratch, or what?" 

    She snickered and said, "One sec while I check... They're just arriving at the ramp." 

    Sure enough, as she spoke the ground seemed to tilt up and split open behind me. The same golf cart and box trailer appeared at the base of the ramp, but this time there was another person in a second cart. Linda said, "Well, it's time to put my bat back in its cave." Turning to face the bat again, I said, "If they stick me in an isolation chamber, drop by and chat." 

    "Okay. What if they don't lock you up?" 

    "Then I'll look around for a bat-driver named Linda. Will you want coffee, booze, or dinner?" 

    "You don't even know what I look like." 

    "So? One or two of my friends aren't supermodels, ma'am. You'll probably fit right in." 

    After a pause, she said, "We'll see. Drinks, then. If we make it through a meal first." 

    "You got it, milady. See you later." 

    Her bat didn't turn around; it simply zipped backward to its hole and inserted itself, then the fake dirtwad flipped back in place over the opening. A cart driver beeped his horn. I turned to see the carts at the top of the ramp, heading toward me. Walking to meet them, I was stopped by the lone driver raising a hand. 

    "Just hold it right there, please," he said. "Let's have a look at you with a counter." 

    He got out of the cart and aimed his rad detector at me, watching the gadget's display as he approached slowly. As he circled me once at a distance of about ten feet, another rad suit in the cart climbed out and approached me with what looked like the same thermos as before. 

    "Here," said Connie, handing it to me. "I thought you might like some more coffee. I didn't realize you'd come back without your slippers, though. That's Dr. Grolier. You may also hear him called Dr. Growler now and then." Grolier glanced up, but said only, "You said he was hot." 

    "I also said he seemed to have a way to get rid of it." Snorting what sounded like doubt, Grolier flicked a self-diagnostic switch on the counter and took another reading. 

    Walking up behind Connie, Dave asked, "So what's his reading now?" For a couple of moments Grolier said nothing, then he showed the counter to Dave and Connie and said, "See for yourself. I'm not prepared to believe he can simply... exercise... hard radiation away." 

    "Why not?" I asked. "The ladies do it." Glancing at me, Grolier said, "You're just an enhancee. We've had no evidence that enhancees have that capability." 

    Grinning, I said, "Well, you have it now, don't you?" Connie glanced at the reading and grinningly said to me, "You're still a bit over safety limits. If you were able to burn off that much in two hours, the rest ought to take you... uhm... about fifteen minutes. Maybe twenty." I nodded and started to hand her the thermos, but she said, "No, let's let Dr. Grolier satisfy himself that the numbers are valid first. Right, Dr. Grolier?" 

    Keying his suit-mike, Grolier told someone downstairs to send up another rad counter. I unscrewed the lid of the thermos and poured myself a cup, then sipped as Grolier and the others looked me over. 

    After some moments, Grolier asked, "Have you suffered any ill effects from your exposure?" 

    "Nope. I feel fine now." Nodding toward Dave and Connie, I said, "I thought I had a bad sunburn when I first got back, but they couldn't find it. My headache's gone, too." 

    "You had a headache?" 

    "Yup. Right after the blast and for a while afterward. I don't know when it stopped; I was up there running off the extra juice. That probably helped to get rid of it." 

    Through his faceplate, I saw Grolier's irritation as he snapped, "Well, thank you so much for your medical evaluation, 'doctor'. Didn't it occur to you to come back here immediately for an emergency examination and treatment?" Pausing in mid-sip, I asked, "'Treatment?' You couldn't have done a damned thing for me, so cool it, doc. You don't have the problem here. I do." He straightened and seemed to puff up a bit. 

    "Sir, do you know who you're talking to?" 

    Meeting his acid gaze, I said, "Yeah. Some guy who can't do a damned thing for me. You can only study me, and only if I decide to go along with it. Does that about cover it?" 

    Putting a hand to his suit-mike, Grolier said, "I can order you confined until we're satisfied that you're no longer a danger. How would that suit you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Fine with me. I'll be able to tell you to piss off and hit the road with a clear conscience, 'cause I don't work with jerks." He produced a small pistol and pointed it at me as he snapped, "That's it. You're too dangerous to be allowed to run loose. This gun contains a gold solution. If you refuse to get into the isolation container..." Quickly tucking the thermos under my left arm, I snatched the pistol out of his hand and examined it. The firing mechanism was a CO2 cartridge; it was basically just a modified spraygun, but wearing or inhaling a dose of gold solution was a nasty-sounding prospect. 

    Grolier was still in the process of realizing that his hand was empty when I crushed the gun's handle. The CO2 cartridge frosted over as the gas escaped. I tossed the frosty, mangled gun at Grolier's chest and took another sip of my coffee. 

    When he looked up from the gun on the ground, I quietly said, "If you ever aim so much as a slingshot at me again, I'll assume the worst and knock you flat, doc. I don't give a rat's ass who you are; your involvement with my situation is over. Don't be here when I get back." 

    Turning to Dave and Connie, who seemed to have frozen in place, I said, 

"I'll be right back. Thanks for the coffee." 

    Unzipping the coveralls and lifting out of them, I decided to go supersonic at about half a mile up to punctuate my words to Grolier. At twenty miles up I went to mach 4. 

    "Doris," I said. 

    "Yes, Ed," she replied instantly. "We're on a jet less than an hour from the lab. What's up?" 

    "I just met a Dr. Grolier. He pulled a gun on me when I offered to leave and take care of my radiation problem on my own. Did you know someone's developed a spraygun derringer that shoots gold in solution?" There was a pause before she quietly said, "No. I didn't." 

    "Interesting, huh? At any rate, I'll run off the last of the radiation and head back down there, but I'm going to want to talk to someone about Grolier and gold guns. Who's in charge while Sara's out of town?" 

    "Rachel Parks. She's Sara's two-eye-cee at the moment. I'll give her a call, too. I want to know why anyone in our labs is making gold-based weapons." 

    "Roger that. Later, Doris." 

    "Later, Ed." 

    Fifty orbits later, I landed again. Dave and Connie were sitting in the cart, sharing coffee from another thermos, and nobody had bothered to put the lid down on the lab's ramp. I slipped into the coveralls again as Dave put his hood on and picked up the counter. 

    "Dr. Grolier went back to the lab," he said. Nodding, I made no other reply. 

    After passing the counter's wand over me fairly thoroughly, he flipped his hood back and announced, "Clean enough." 

    As he called in the numbers, Connie used the counter and wand, then called in her similar results. Someone in the lab confirmed the calls and declared matters done. 

    "That was Dr. Parks," said Connie. 

    "Rachel Parks?" 

    "You know her?" 

    "Heard of her. Haven't met her." 

    "You will," said Dave. "She's our dragon lady while Sara's gone." Shrugging, he added, "She seems okay, though." 

    "Good," I said. "Are we finished?" 

    "Yes," said Connie, "But they'll want to verify downstairs. Level six, 2248; the rad lab." 

    "Okay. See you later, then." 

    "Hang on a minute. You'll need a clean outfit. Those coveralls are radioactive waste now." 

    She went to the cart and returned with a new set of coveralls and a plastic bag, into which she put my old coveralls as I put the new ones on. After a last wave of her RD wand, she pronounced me clean enough to go downstairs. 

    I lifted a foot or so and headed for the ramp. Before Grolier had pulled that gun on me, I'd have thought nothing of simply flying into the lab complex. Not now. 

    On alert on general principles, I scanned my surroundings fairly thoroughly as I entered the complex and headed down the ramp. The guards passed me onward with waves and the hatchway to one side of the huge blast doors was unmanned. 

    At the elevator on the other side of the airlock, I decided to take the stairs. One of the guards must have called about it, because I opened the hatch at level six to find a tall woman in a white lab coat who was flanked by half a dozen staring people, two of whom were security guards. Her ID badge had flipped backwards. She was about five-ten or eleven and looked about thirty-five. Her brunette hair stopped at her shoulders and she peered over the tops of her glasses at me in a rather cute manner as I stepped out of the lock and closed the hatch. 

    "Would you be Rachel Parks?" I asked. 

    "Yes, I'm Doctor Parks," she said in a businesslike tone that blew away my image of her attractiveness. "You're to proceed to room 2248 immediately." 

    "Yeah, I know. You aren't coming along?" 

    "I have to take a phone call." 

    "Doris?" I linked, "Are you holding for Parks right now?" 

    "Yes, Ed. How did you know?" 

    "I'm at level six. She met me at the stairway lock and said I'm to go to 2248 while she takes a phone call. I guess I'm just feeling a little paranoid since Grolier pulled that gun." 

    "That's understandable, but Clarke said it must have been Grolier's own idea; that nothing like that's been authorized by anyone. There shouldn't be any other problems like that." 

    "Okay, but I'll stay alert, anyway. Later." 

    "Later, Ed." 

    "Sir?" asked Parks, "Are you all right?" Realizing that I hadn't moved in the slightest for the few seconds it had taken to link and talk with Doris, I said, "I'm fine. I just didn't expect you to be so... never mind." 

    "So... what?" she asked, again peering narrowly at me. Shrugging, I said, "You kind of startled me, that's all. I was expecting some old dragon, and, well, you showed up instead. You're pretty cute for a research scientist." 

    A few members of her entourage smiled and one giggled. Parks pretended not to hear the giggle and drew herself very straight to say, "Thank you, of course, but now I'd appreciate it if you'd proceed directly to 2248." 

    Truth; she really was kind of cute, so I hadn't been lying about my mild surprise, and she'd obviously heard such things often enough to more than half-accept my explanation. 

    Lifting above the small herd of people, I aimed myself down the hall and headed toward the 2200's that I knew to be about halfway around this level's ring. 

    A few in the group gasped and a couple of them ducked, but none of them moved to follow me. 

    At 2248 the door was open; I looked around as I zipped in, then landed by a desk at which a blonde woman sat with her attention on an open folder. She didn't spook easily, I'll give her that. 

    Without lifting her head, she glanced at me and calmly asked, "Were you trying to startle me?" 

    "Nope." 

    "Are you the man I've been waiting for?" 

    "Sorry, ma'am. I'm not Prince Charming." 

    Sighing slightly for dramatic effect, she looked up and said, "That's fairly obvious." 

    "Really? What gave me away? The baggy paper suit?" Without answering, she stood up, went to the door, and closed it. I looked her over as she headed for a cabinet. Nice stride, nice legs, nice everything, really. Just not real friendly. 

    "Would you believe I'm claustrophobic?" I asked, thumbing at the door. 

    "No, and I wouldn't particularly care. I'm Dr. Lang. They certified you clean topside, but before we go any further, I'll verify that for my own records." 

    I watched her open a cabinet and retrieve an issue-style RD; a yellow box with a handle that doubled as a compartment for a wand. She flicked it on and eyed the readings while it was deep within the cabinet, then aimed it at me and approached me. After passing the wand around me, she turned it off and set it on her desk. 

    "You're clean enough." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Happy to hear it. Again." Her one-word reply was, "Procedure," as she sat down. Taking a tape recorder from her desk drawer, she turned it on and said, 

"Now, tell me all that happened from the moment you left the plane." 

    "I got nuked, flew around for a while, and I came here. Then I flew around some more and came back." Gesturing at the room, I added, "And now I'm down here." 

    Lang's pencil eraser tapped the table for some moments as she regarded me rather narrowly, then she whipped the pencil into writing position and tersely said, "A bit more information about your adventures today would be appreciated." 

    She interrupted me only three times for clarifications concerning times and distances and seemed altogether uninterested about events aboard the jet. I neglected to mention the altercation with Grolier and wrapped up with, 

"...And when Dave and Connie said I was clean, I came downstairs. That's about it." 

    Turning off her tape recorder and putting it back in her desk, she said, 

"Now, off the record, what happened between you and Dr. Grolier? I heard you threatened him." 

    I'd heard her gently push the recorder's buttons. 

    "Off the record?" I asked. "Then you'll probably want to turn off that tape. Not that it matters to me." 

    Her eyebrow went up, then she coolly said, "Since it doesn't matter, I'll leave it on, thank you. What happened?" 

    "Grolier pulled a gun on me." 

    I expected her to laugh, maybe, or at least smile. She didn't; her direct gaze continued, unamused in the least. 

    "Since when are guns a problem for your kind?" Your kind? In a place like this, someone's using the term 'your kind'? 

What was this shit about? 

    "My kind? Doc, I was your kind before I became this kind. Do you have a problem with enhancees? Aren't we all supposed to be on the same team around here?" 

    Her gaze narrowed sharply as she said, "You could stop a tank round with your bare hands. I can't, and neither can ninety-nine percent of the other people here, so let's not even pretend that you're not a little different, shall we? Why was a gun worth threatening a man's life?" Wondering if she honestly didn't know about Grolier's gun, I said, "It wasn't a regular gun." 

    Cocking her head quizzically, she said, "Tell me about it." Deciding that it didn't really matter whether she was honestly ignorant about the gun, I described it and said, "I'd like to know why anyone in this lab complex is carrying a gun that shoots gold, Dr. Lang. Like I said, we're all supposed to be on the same side." 
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    After a slight pause, Lang said, "That's what Brewer and Wyeth told me, too. Do you have anything else to add?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Nope. That's about it. Now I'm just hanging around here to see a friend." 

    "Who?" 

    "That's my business, unless you can show me a badge." Reaching into her jacket pocket, she produced a wallet and flipped it open to show me a badge and ID that said she really was a doctor, but also one of the mid-level security people. 

    "Who?" repeated Lang. 

    "Just keep an eye on the hallway cameras. You'll see her." 

    "Why won't you tell me?" 

    Standing up, I said, "Well, damn. I don't really know, doc. Maybe because you've been coming on like Joe Friday at a crime scene. Maybe because I've had a kind of a rough morning and someone who's supposed to be part of my duty-support structure offered to shoot me with gold. Maybe I just lost the urge to happily cooperate somewhere along the line." Lang made no move to stop me as I opened the door, walked out, and pulled it shut behind me. I leaned on the wall and waited to see or hear what would happen next. 

    A ceiling camera whirred and turned to aim at me. I looked at it and waved to whomever might be monitoring the hallway as I heard Lang pick up a phone in her office. 

    "Lang, 2248," she said to someone. "Find Grolier and freeze his lab and office. Search him and bring him here ASAP. Yes, search him. You're looking for any sort of a gun, probably one in poor condition. No, I don't care if it interrupts what he's doing. If he gives you any lip, cuff him and carry him down here. That's right. Thank you." 

    As soon as she hung up the phone, it rang. 

    "Lang, 2248," she answered. "I see. Thanks, Sammy." Her chair slid back and her footsteps approached the door. I reached to open it for her and gave her a little two-fingered salute as she stepped into the hallway to face me. 

    "Hi, officer-doctor Lang." 

    "You said you were leaving." 

    "No, I didn't, ma'am. I just got up and walked out." 

    "And the difference is...?" 

    "One would have been a lie. I just wanted to see if you were real. Now I'm half-sure you might be." 

    I turned to go, but she incredulously asked, "You're suspicious about me?" 

    "Today I became suspicious of damn near everybody." 

    "Grolier had no authorization for that gun." After a brief pause, she added, "That I know of." 

    "Well, that's very comforting, ma'am. I'll take it up with Sara when she gets back and stay alert in the meantime." 

    With a sigh of exasperation, Lang said, "You don't seem to understand. Part of my job here is to enforce security. That means for everybody, yourself included. I'll deal with Grolier. Sara will get a report of my findings." Nodding, I said, "That's just wonderful. It's also what she'd get if Grolier had used that gold on me. I don't give a damn about aftermath reports, doc. Never have; they're worth just about their weight in kitty litter to victims. Bye." 

    Lifting, I headed for the elevators. A small group of men was coming toward me, and one of them was Grolier. He wasn't handcuffed; he was practically leading the little procession down the hallway. I landed and walked toward the group. Grolier's stride faltered and he slowed to let the group semi-surround him as I stopped in front of them. 

    "Just curious, doc," I said, "Was the gold gun your idea? Is it something you came up with on your own?" 

    He said nothing and glanced at the guard to his left. I looked at that guard as I asked, "Did you find it?" 

    "I'm sorry, sir, but that's..." 

    "Lang's gonna want to see it. I've already seen it and so have two others. It's no secret, so what's the problem?" 

    After a moment of thought, the guard said, "We didn't find a gun, sir." 

    "Then you'll want to get with Brewer and Wyeth, the two who met me topside. They saw it, too." 

    Grolier said, "I don't think they'll want to risk their careers." Stepping in front of him, I said, "You said I threatened you, doc. Apparently you didn't say why, but they did, because Lang has a report that says so. You will have to barf up an explanation, but I'd like to know something right now. If you're so afraid of enhancees that you felt a need for a gold gun, why the hell did you come to work here, of all places?" Glancing at the guard again, Grolier straightened slightly and said, "I don't have to talk to you." 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, that's true enough, but you'll talk to Lang before you see daylight upstairs again." 

    When I lifted to continue to the elevators, I made sure that Grolier had to duck to avoid my launch. 

    On level seven I took a left from the elevator and stopped at the front desk. The uniformed woman there looked up, studied my white coveralls and bare feet for a moment, and grinningly said, "You seem to have lost your footies, sir." 

    "I lost my teddy bear, too," I said, leaning on her desk. Grinning, she said thoughtfully, "You could put up posters, I suppose. Can you describe your missing bear?" 

    I did my best to look thoughtful and said, "Hm. I guess you could say she..." 

    "'She'? Aren't most teddy bears 'he's'?" 

    "Mine isn't. Let's see... She's smart, funny, loves to travel, laughs easily..." 

    Laughing, the woman said, "You might have more luck with a physical description of her, sir." 

    "Yeah, you're right. Thanks for pointing that out." 

    "With qualities like those, whoever finds your bear may not want to return her, you know." 

    Nodding, I said, "That's a good point, too. Hey, if I don't find her, how would you like to be my new teddy bear?" 

    She instantly came back with, "How much does the job pay? What are advancement possibilities? Do you provide health care and a late-model car?" and as a deliberately-apparent afterthought, she threw in, "And what about loss and theft insurance? You might lose me, too." 

    Doing my best to look shocked, I said, "Greedy woman! I throw myself at your feet and you heave a boatload of petty details at me!" Glancing down the hallway, I shruggingly added, "Oh, well. It's my own damned fault for lusting after smart women, I guess. Do you have a bat-driver named Linda around here somewhere?" 

    Nodding, she thumbed to her left and said, "Down the hall, first room on the right. See the duty officer, though. Don't just wander around screaming her name, please." 

    As I set forth, I said, "Yas'm. First duty officer on the right. No screaming. Got it." 

    The duty officer --a Lieutenant --eyeballed my bare feet and white coveralls and asked, "Ahh... May I help you, sir?" 

    "I'm looking for Linda. She operates a bat." 

    "Ahh... May I ask the nature of your visit, sir?" 

    "It's personal. It probably won't take too long." 

    "You wouldn't want to... ahh... change clothes first?" 

    "Don't have anything to wear, LT. I just got in. I kind of hoped she'd overlook my wardrobe until I've been to the BX." 

    He told me to wait and walked into the room behind him. He wasn't quiet enough; I heard him call someone about me. Whatever he received as an answer seemed to do the trick. 

    Leaning back into the room, he smilingly thanked me for my patience, then disappeared again. A couple of minutes later, he returned with a tall, solidly-structured woman in an Air Force uniform. 

    A slight motion caught my eye as I rose from the couch. Her hands were trembling slightly. Nervous? But when my eyes met hers, she seemed fairly composed. 

    Damn. She had to be almost six feet tall and close to my weight, but the way she filled her uniform blouse and slacks left no doubt that she was definitely and distinctly female. 

    Dark brown, shoulder-length hair and piercing, ice-grey eyes made a contrast that really seemed to hit me. She was twenty-three or so and she wasn't beautiful in the classic, artistic sense; her mouth seemed a little too wide and her nose had been broken at some time, but those eyes..! 

    When I stood up to greet her, her height made me realize --again --that I was barefoot, in contrast to her issue-style pumps with low heels. The duty officer was talking to her, but staring at me as he said, "It's eleven-thirty. Why not go to lunch early?" 

    Linda said, "Thanks, Lieutenant Harris, but I think I'd better check with him first." 

    'Check with me?' I thought. 

    Turning to me, she shrugged her arms wide and canted her head as she asked, "Well? Are you still interested?" 

    Women don't ask such questions without sound historical reasons and as much trepidation as any guy ever had when asking a woman for a date. I let her see some of my pleasure at seeing her as I extended a hand. 

    "Oh, more than ever," I said firmly. "No damned doubt about it, Linda. More than ever." 

    She had a firm grip as she examined my face for a moment, then nodded. Turning to the LT's desk, she signed out and said, "Thanks, sir." The guy was still staring at my bare feet. He nodded rather absently, then realized she'd spoken and turned to return her departing salute. When she turned back to me, I opened the door for her and we left the office. A couple of people on the way to the wing's main corridor kind of stared at us, and I couldn't really blame them for it. A uniformed amazon walking with a barefoot guy in white lab coveralls probably wasn't something they saw every day. 

    As we headed for the mess hall, Linda said, "I'm surprised you don't have some way to carry your clothes with you." 

    Shrugging, I said, "I usually do, but I had a really bad morning. Everything kind of went up in smoke. I figured we could stop at the BX on the way to the mess hall." 

    With a glance at me, she asked, "What happened?" Could she really not know? Hadn't the LT told her what had made him so smilingly cooperative? 

    Linda asked, "Why are you looking at me like that?" 

    "Didn't you hear anything about a hijacked plane today?" 

    "Yes. During breakfast and on my break. Nothing since." 

    "Ah. Short story; I was on that plane for a while. I removed a nuclear weapon that went off not long after I got rid of it. My flight suit got blasted off me, which is why I arrived naked." 

    She looked at me skeptically, then said, "Flight suits are supposed to handle over three thousand degrees." 

    "Yeah, and I figure it got at least that hot where I was. I don't think anyone will sue the manufacturer." 

    For some moments she eyed me, then she asked, "But then... you'd have to have been within... I think about... two miles of the explosion?!" 

    "I'd have said within two feet or so, from the feel of it." I told her a bit about my morning. She took it rather well, although she stared at me wordlessly again for a moment just outside the BX. I picked out a pair of jeans, a pair of sneaks, a comb, a paperback, a notepad and pen, a double-pocket khaki shirt, and a small backpack. 

    When we got to the cash register, I said, "It's a house tab, ma'am. Account D319207. Sara's office." 

    The clerk made a call, then nodded and rang up the sale. I changed in the fitting room and ran the comb through my hair, then Linda and I headed for the mess hall. 

    The early serving lines were short; Linda and I loaded trays and found a table by a window. I was pleased to see that she seemed to have a normal appetite; she wasn't one of those skimpy eaters who are always on some kind of diet. 

    After we'd dug into the food, I said, "You have gorgeous eyes, Linda. When I first saw them, they just about froze my poor little brain for a few seconds." 

    She snickered and said, "Thanks," then continued cutting her food as she said, "My eyes aren't the first thing people usually notice about me, though." 

    "Too bad for them, then. Eyes are usually the first thing I notice about anyone." 

    We ate a bit before she asked, "What about my height? My size in general? 

Did you happen to notice that, too?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. Looks good on you." That got me a quick, sharp glance, but I said, "Yeah, I really meant that," and continued eating. After a moment, she did, too. 

    "Most guys seem to consider me a last resort," she said. "When all the normal-sized and petite women are tapped out, that is. I usually get the guys who are between women or desperate for a date." 

    "I'm here, and I'm not desperate for a date." 

    "But you don't count." 

    Yeah, I stopped chewing and stared at her, then did my best to look stricken as I asked, "I don't count?" 

    Grinningly shaking her head, she said, "No. We're told about... about enhancees when we get here. We can't, uh... have each other, so you can't count." 

    Trying to look hurt, I asked, "Then this isn't a date?" She snickered around some corn and said, "No, this isn't a date. Sorry if I misled you." 

    "Misled? Try deceived, lady. I may have to sue you. There are laws against discrimination in the workplace." 

    Sighing expressively, Linda said, "Don't bother. My boss wouldn't give me that much time off." 

    We grinningly went back to our food for a time. I suddenly felt Stella nearby, as if she'd just come into some kind of mental sensor range, but I didn't see her in the dining hall. 

    "Linda," I said, "How come you aren't full of questions?" 

    "You mean like about being, um... 'super'?" 

    "Yup. Like those." 

    With a small, wry smile, she asked, "Don't you get tired of that, or are you a guy who likes to talk about himself?" 

    "Cute, but not a real answer. You're the first non-enhancee I've met in years who hasn't chewed my ear off." 

    She shook her head. "I already did that with Vickie Masters my first week here. Didn't know any of you could fly, though." 

    "It's rare. Nobody knows why I can. It just happened." 

    "I hope it happens for me, too." 

    That made me look up from my food. 

    I asked, "You've been playing with Sara?" 

    Linda reddened and quickly shook her head. 

    "No! I'm just... uh... hoping she'll consider me. I... I know she likes women as well as men, and..." 

    "No, ma'am. She prefers women," I said. "But that's no secret, so why are you getting all tense talking about it?" 

    She gnawed her lip for a moment, then said, "I... uh... Well, I don't prefer women, you know? I'm a little afraid of the whole... uh... thing." Shrugging, I said, "I know someone else who felt that way, but she went for it anyway. It can be a one-time 'thing'." 

    Cutting my meat, I grinningly added, "But I'm real glad it doesn't have to be. I guess I've been dosed more'n a thousand times by now. It's kinda fun, y'know. Especially in the shower. If you get enhanced, be sure to let me know, okay? " 

    With embarrassed amusement, Linda asked, "Uh... Wouldn't you hear about it from Sara?" 

    "Probably not right away, unless I specifically asked her to let me know. She'd probably try to keep a woman like you to herself for a while if you'd go for it." Looking up from my plate, I said, "I sure would." Linda made no reply to that, instead digging into her food with quick little motions as if it was trying to escape her plate. Several silent moments passed until she again looked up and seemed about to speak, then bit her lip and simply looked at me for another moment. I knew what was coming. 

    "Could..." she began hesitantly, "Uh, could you arrange an introduction for me? Would that be..? Oh, hell. Am I out of line for even asking?" I showed her a poker face as I said, "Yeah, kind of. Anyone who thinks he or she could handle the responsibilities that come with being enhanced should be able to find their own way to the magic fountain." 

    "Responsibilities?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah. Them. Aside from not being the kind of person who'd turn into an asshole super-jock and use special powers to annoy and dominate other people, that is. Nobody will care if you use the powers to make a few bucks between assignments. One guy even joined a circus." Laughing, she asked, "A circus? Really?" 

    "Yup. He lifts a truck in one act and lets the audience swing axes at him in another. He charges ten bucks a swing and five bucks just to watch. About once a week he lets people shoot at him at a range. Bring any kind of gun you want, pay your fifty bucks, and shoot all you want. He can clear a grand or more on a short Saturday afternoon." 

    "Wow. Jesus," said Linda in a muted tone. 

    "I don't think he's had any other jobs since his enhancement. There's another side to things, though. That same guy works with the cops, and he's been blown up half a dozen times dealing with terrorists. He says several pounds of Semtex going off hurts like hell." 

    "Semtex?" 

    "It's a trade name for a Communist-bloc formula for plastic explosives. About like C-4 over here. A few ounces of it --shaped right --can punch through several inches of steel." 

    Linda's gaze was incredulous. 

    "And he lived through something like that?" 

    "Not a scratch, according to April." 

    I forked up a bit of meat and let her mull matters for a moment, then said, "But there are still risks; they're just on a bigger scale than Semtex. I was the only enhancee who could catch up with the plane, so I got the call this morning. I knew my world could end with a big bang before noon, but I went anyway. Would you have gone?" 

    Her wonderful eyes focused sharply on me as she said, "I... Yes, I'd like to think so." 

    With a chuckle, I said, "Hey, there can't be any doubt, milady. You're either hero material or you're not, and Sara and April are engineered to weed out those who aren't." 

    "What do you mean; 'engineered'?" 

    "I mean that --while it may look as if Sara's some kind of sexual libertine --her genetics and training cause her to be selective as hell. April's the same way. If they have any real doubt about someone, that someone won't be enhanced, and it won't matter a damn who they are or who they know." Linda's gaze sharpened again at my last words and she said, "I didn't come to lunch with you because... That's what you think, isn't it? That I want to use you to meet Sara?" 

    "Nope. I don't think that at all." 

    "Yes, you do." 

    "Nope. You thought I was bullshitting when I said I'd look you up, ma'am. You were shaking like a virgin when you saw me in your LT's office, and now you know an introduction wouldn't help; so, no, I don't think you'll try to use me." 

    Spearing the last of my meat, I added, "Besides..." 

    "Hey, you!" said Stella's firm voice behind me. Raising my hands, I said, "You got me, lady. Don't shoot." Stella and Bobo came into view; both had trays of food and badges denoting them as 'visitors'. I half-rose from long habit as Bobo set his tray down and seated Stella at the table, then reseated myself as Bobo parked on her right. After handshakes and greetings, Stella turned to me and said, "Doris said not to make a fuss, but how do you feel, Ed?" 

    Shrugging, I glanced at Linda and said, "Fine enough to be wondering which of you has the most beautiful eyes." 

    Glancing at Linda, Stella archly asked, "Oh, really?" 

    "Yeah, and it's a tie, so far." 

    "I see. Doris'll be along shortly. She's with a Dr. Parks." Her face turned solemn and she asked, "Ed, you were pretty close to that blast. Are you... uhm... are you sure you're all right?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Oh, yeah. But I felt like a crispy critter for a while, lemme tell ya. It slapped me around some, too." 

    That got me a small grin from Bobo. 

    Returning my nod, Stella responded, "Yes, I can imagine... Oh, hell, what am I saying? No, I can't imagine. Not at all. I'm just glad you're okay, Ed." 

    "Well, thank you, ma'am. I share that sentiment." Bobo snorted and grinningly attacked his food. Stella did likewise. Linda's eyes found mine almost questioningly, but she said nothing and began work on the last of her corn. 

    A woman in an Air Force uniform came into the mess hall and looked around. The one-striper referred to a picture in her left hand for a moment, then looked around again. 

    Seeing me, she approached our table, giving Linda an odd, questioning look. Linda shook her head very slightly and the Airman's eyes returned to me. Matching the picture to my face once more, she said, "Good afternoon. I was sent to tell you to report to Dr. Parks." 

    "Thanks. Let her know I'll be up after lunch, please." The woman looked a little confused. 

    "Uh, sir..." 

    "If it was an emergency, they wouldn't have sent you looking for me, Airman. No offense, but there are quicker ways to locate people in this place." 

    She still seemed dubious. I took the picture from her hand and wrote on the back, 'At lunch. Give me half an hour. Ed,' then handed it back to her. 

    "Give her that. It'll cover your butt if I'm wrong." Seeing that I wasn't coming with her, the woman nodded and left the table. Linda studied me briefly, then turned back to her food, but only shoved it around a bit. 

    "Problem, Linda?" I asked. 

    "No. You're right. If it was an emergency, they'd have used the PA system. I just hope she doesn't get in any trouble." 

    "If she does, I'll get in someone's face about it." 

    "Only if you find out about it." 

    Reaching to touch her hand, I said, "You know her and you know me, so let me know if she catches any flak." 

    Linda's eyes came up in startlement at my touch, then she glanced at Stella and back at me, but said nothing. I sent her a quick, warm envisionment of Sara kissing her passionately. 

    Her eyes got big and Linda flushed hotly as she drew her trembling hand from mine and slammed her mind shut against the vision. 

    Thought so. She wasn't ready for what enhancement would require of her. No biggie; if she got past it, fine. If not; also fine. She might make a good friend, someone to visit when I come to the lab. One can never have too many friends. 

    "I... uh, I have to get back to duty," said Linda, gathering her tray and utensils. 

    Stella and I traded goodbyes with her and Bobo simply nodded as he continued eating. 

    As soon as she was out of earshot, Stella whispered, "That was a dirty trick, Ed." 

    "Nope. Just vetting her." 

    "As what? A bedwarmer?" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No. She asked me about setting her up with Sara for enhancement. She's not ready for it." 

    Raising an eyebrow, she asked, "In your own, personal, well-considered opinion, that is?" 

    "I sent Linda a vivid picture of Sara kissing her, Stella. You saw the results." 

    Shrugging, Stella went back to work on her food. 

    "Yes," she said. "I saw the results and you're probably right. We were given to believe that you'd be in isolation downstairs. How is it you aren't?" Reaching across the table, I left my open hand where she could place hers in it comfortably. After a quick glance at it, she did so. I began the replay of memories at the nose of the jet at the moment I found the bomb. Her eyes closed as she watched the 'movie' in her head. 

    When I reached the memories of Doris screaming, "Get rid of it!", Stella's hand gripped mine tightly. Had I not been enhanced, her nails likely would have gouged into my skin as she relived the blast with me. I skipped the memories of Grolier, the gold gun, and my interview with Dr. Lang; instead opting to share my talk with Linda via the 'bat', my subsequent entrance into the lab, inviting Linda to lunch, and ended the show with Linda leaving the table and my reach for Stella's hand. 

    Only a few seconds had elapsed as I'd showed her my day. Stella released my hand and slowly leaned back in her chair as Bobo watched with some concern. 

    "Miss Warn..." he began, touching her arm, but she put a hand on his and he quieted. 

    Without opening her eyes, Stella simply muttered a very soft, "Damn!" and took a deep breath. 
Chapter Twenty

    When her eyes finally opened, Stella asked, "Would you play that back for Bobo, too?" 

    I glanced at Bobo. He was a bit surprised. His eyes went back to hers and she nodded. He put his hand on the table palm downward. Stella took my hand again and put her fingertips against the back of Bobo's hand. As my impressions of the blast hit him, he jolted in his chair in a manner that Stella hadn't, but he didn't break contact. By the time I'd finished the

'mental movie', he was staring at me rather intently. 

    "I didn't really believe it," he said quietly. "I worked at White Sands when I was in the service. I wouldn't have believed that anyone could survive that close to a nuke." 

    It occurred to me to take things one step farther, so I sent them pictures of April and Sara plunging through solar flares. 

    "The one on the right is April," I said. "She's the lady who enhanced me a few years ago. The other one is Sara. To them, that's a hot bath." Glancing at Bobo's watch, I said, "Well, gotta get moving. You know where you're going from here?" 

    "No problem," said Stella. "We've got the maps they gave us. We'll figure it out." 

    "You'll probably meet a doc named Farley later. If he gets pushy, just yank his chain a bit. He thinks his research is the only reason this complex exists. See you later." 

    Standing up, I gathered my tray and utensils and took them to the bus bins, then headed into the corridor. Five minutes or so later I entered Parks' 

offices and the receptionist aimed me at the couch as she announced me on her phone. 

    Glancing at her phone, I saw that none of the extension lights were on. If Parks was on a call, she was on another line, which I thought unlikely. More likely was the possibility that I was simply being made to wait; a power game. No biggie. I tapped myself a coffee, found a recent 'US News & World Report', and read as I waited. Some ten minutes later, the receptionist's phone buzzed. 

    After answering, she said, "You can go in now, sir." 

    "Thanks." 

    Linking to Doris, April, and Sara, I asked, "Would you ladies like to listen in? It's a meeting with Rachel Parks." 

    "Sure," said Sara. "I take it you've managed to get rid of that little radiation problem you had?" 

    "Yup. Ran it off in some high-speed orbits." April asked, "Why are you visiting Rachel Parks, Ed?" 

    "She sent a woman to look for me during lunch and made it look like an imperial summons, and since she's Sara's stand-in, I thought you ladies might want to eavesdrop." 

    "Sure," Sara said again. "Can't hurt to see how she's handling the job." Neither of the others said anything, but I felt their links. They weren't uninterested. 

    As I entered, Parks gestured for me toward the couch in her office and said, "Ah, I see you found the coffee pot." After a brief pause, she added, 

"Have a seat, Ed. We need to talk." 

    '...We need to talk...' 

    Aw, hell. Under just about any circumstances you can imagine, those words from a woman will make a man's teeth clench and his stomach turn. 

    "We heard that," said Doris. 

    "Well, it's true," I said. "You know it is." Forcing a grin at Rachel Parks, I asked, "We do, huh? Okay. You just called me Ed. What do I call you?" 

    "Dr. Parks will do." 

    "Not Rachel?" 

    "No. I'd much prefer 'Dr. Parks', Ed." 

    "Third chance, milady. Not Rachel?" 

    With just the faintest tenor of snippiness and a sharp look, she said, "I said I'd prefer 'Dr. Parks'." 

    Getting up from the couch, I swilled the last of my coffee, set the cup on her desk, and said, "Okay, then. Whatever it is, let my friend Sara --who happens to outrank us both --talk to me about it. You make number three today." 

    She asked tersely, "Number three? The third what?" 

    "Stuffed shirt. If I'm going to be 'Ed', you're going to be 'Rachel'. If we really have something to talk about, let's dump the office politics games and get down to it." 

    Rachel stood up, rounded her desk, and came to stand less than two feet from me as her eyes bored into mine. 

    "I earned my position here," she said. "I earned that title, and I damned well expect those who report to me to use it." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Then I'll report to someone else and you can get it from them. Bye." 

    I made it as far as the door before she said, "Doris was right about you." As I opened the door, I said, "Yeah, probably, whatever she said. She knows me pretty well." 

    Doris said, "I only warned her that you were often disturbingly informal, even with people you'd never met, Ed. That's all." 

    "Figured it was something like that. No sweat, ma'am." When I closed the door behind me, the receptionist's phone buzzed and she answered it. Before I'd walked across her office, she said, "It's for you." Hm. Cute trick. I took the phone and asked, "Yes?" 

    "Ed, let's reboot our meeting," said Rachel. 

    "I don't speak yuppie. Does that mean 'start over'?" With a sigh, she said, "Yes, that's exactly what it means." 

    "Reason?" 

    "What?!" 

    "A reason. Something more than just 'because I'm the boss here'. I don't really need or want another boss at the moment. April, Sara, and Doris are enough. More than enough, really." 

    "We heard that, too," said Sara. 

    "Just another little truth," I sent back. 

    For a moment there was silence on the line, then, "Who do you think authorized Doris to send you to the plane today?" 

    "Well, thanks all to hell, lady. You damned near got me vaporized. No hard feelings, though; it was something that needed done. Doris let me know about it and I went. If I'd seen it on the news, that would have been reason enough to give her a jingle and whip up some kind of plan, with or without your involvement." 

    "So you're saying that --to you --this office is nothing more than an emergency notification service?" 

    "Oh, more than that. A support service, too. I get my flight suits here, for instance. But I could just as easily fly around naked and carry a change of clothes in a flight bag. You just keep on keeping tabs on the world and letting me know when and where I'm needed. That's good enough for me." The receptionist grinned up at me and sat back in her chair to watch and listen some more. I wondered if maybe she'd had enough of the power games, too. 

    "Check out your receptionist, Sara," I said. "There's a second opinion if ever I saw one." 

    "So I see, and we'll have a talk when I get back. I'm not very happy with Parks' attitude, either." 

    Putting a hand over the phone's mouthpiece, I quietly asked the receptionist, "Does Parks get the job done? Really?" The woman cocked her head and seemed to consider my question, then said, 

"I'd have to say 'yes'. Not everybody is happy with her management style, but nobody's doing without or having to beg, and she doesn't seem to play favorites." 

    Nodding, I said, "Thanks." To Sara, I said, "Well, things could be worse. You heard it from one of the troops." 

    "Ed?" asked Parks, "Are you still there?" Answering her, I said, "Yup. Still here." 

    "Why not come back in? I think we can find a way to get along, don't you?" 

    "Reason?" I asked again. 

    "Now you're just being difficult," said Doris. 

    "Yup." 

    Rachel said, "Look, we need to be able to work together until Sara gets back. That should be reason enough for you." 

    "We're already doing that. You keep calling the shots and I'll make them, just like today. But if you want some chatty conversation, you're going to have to be 'Rachel'." 

    She could relent her bossy stance or not. Either way suited me, but I wondered how the ladies would react. 

    With another sigh, Rachel coolly said, "All right. If that's the way you want it, you're dismissed for now. Call and make an appointment if you change your mind," and hung the phone up rather firmly. 

    I was now supposed to go knock on her door or barge in, either of which would allow her a shot at putting me in my place. I did neither of those things. 

    "Ma'am," I said to the receptionist, "Parks should probably be informed that Sara will most definitely be informed if I run into any difficulties while I'm here. Any difficulties at all." 

    The receptionist nodded and said, "I'll let her know. And just so you know; if it's something routine --issuing flight suits and other gear --I can handle it quietly if necessary." 

    With a little salute, I said, "Thanks. Later." 

    "Later." 

    "Wait one," said Sara. "Ask her what 'quietly' means." Turning back to the desk, I asked, "Ahh... excuse me, but when you say

'quietly', what exactly are we talking about?" 

    Giving me a very direct look, she said, "It means that if you really need something, you'll get it one way or another. What we do here is too important to let office politics run the place. Just be sure what you're asking for is something that Sara would approve, because it'll wind up on her desk sooner or later. Was that clear enough?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yes'm. Sure was. Thanks again." 

    "You're welcome." 

    Doris asked Sara, "She laid it right on the line for him, didn't she? Did you pick her yourself?" 

    "No, but she's not going back in the pool anytime soon." 

    "Good thinking," I said. "I'm taking my head back now. Later, ladies." 

    "Later," said Doris. 

    "Bye," said Sara. 

    April said nothing, so I de-linked us. She still seemed pissed off at me. Oh, well. Can't make everybody happy all the time. We'd discuss it some time or other. Hopefully she wouldn't begin the conversation with 'We need to talk.' 

    At a kiosk by the elevator, I keyed in my code and hit the 'Locator' 

button, then entered 'Stella Warn'. The computer displayed a vector map of level three that showed that a blue dot representing her ID badge was moving along the corridor toward Farley's psi lab. I went to level three and lifted to catch up with her as soon as I stepped out of the elevator. Bobo must have sensed something; I was near the ceiling and moving at maybe ten miles an hour, as usual for me in the lab corridors. When I was still some fifty feet away, Bobo suddenly pushed Stella to the left and spun to the right on the ball of his right foot as he crouched. His hand shot into his coat, but his gun wasn't there, of course. 

    As I landed, I said, "Keep this guy on your payroll, Stella. He's sharp if he heard me coming." To Bobo, I said, "Sorry, man. That's just how I get around in this place. I thought I'd go to Farley's Funny Farm with you. It'll give him another chance to tell me I owe him some tests." 

    "Do you?" asked Stella. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Sara and Farley seem to think so. His attitude bugged me the last time I was there, so I skipped out. Maybe seeing you will lighten him up some." 

    Stella cast a sidelong glance at me as we started walking and said, "I donated blood upstairs. Doris stayed to talk to Dr. Hind and I'm supposed to get with her later for a full interview about my life. That's the part that makes me nervous." 

    "Not the genetics stuff? The personal history stuff?" She nodded. "Sure. Giving up a pint of blood in a place like this was no big thing. There are people here who are far more unique than me. You, for instance. Doris, too, now that I know what she is. April and Sara, certainly. Maybe they'll find a way to replicate and use whatever keeps me ticking. Maybe not. But now they want to know all about me and see if they can test --and somehow measure --my other talent." 

    "You're going along with it, so there must be a reason." Glancing at me again, Stella said, "Yeah, there's a reason. I saw what you share with Doris and the others. It seems as if half the people I've talked to here know you can call them for a chat --any or all of them --anytime you want." 

    Stella sighed grinningly and sounded wistful as she said to the hallway in general, "Gee, I used to think I was kind of special, you know?" She laughed softly and I chuckled with her as I opened the door to Farley's psi lab and said, "Oh, you are special, milady. And not just because of your looks, I'll have you know, as fine as they are. April, Sara, Doris, and I may have a grand little thing going among ourselves, but we haven't met anyone else who could link with us. Oh, by the way, Farley can be a little hard to take. In fact, he can be a lot hard to take." The buzzer that sounded when I opened the door summoned a youngish guy in a lab coat from the back. 

    He eyed our little group for a moment, then said, "Dr. Farley is expecting you. Right this way, please." 

    "What?" I asked, "No amenities?" He looked at me blankly. "Amenities?" 

    "Yeah. Coffee, tea, whatever. Comfort stuff before the big pitch from Farley. During the pitch would be good, too." 

    Still looking at me rather blankly, he shrugged and glanced around the bare room, then said, "Oh, uh, well... I'll see what I can find, uh, while you talk to Dr. Farley." 

    "Use the phone. Order up a tray of cookies and coffee." 

    "Sir, this is a working lab. We don't usually..." Farley yanked open the door to his inner office and eyed us sharply, then focused on me. 

    Waving to him, I said, "Hi, Farley. Been keeping busy?" As he came forward, he said, "I expected only two visitors. Why are you here?" 

    "Remember those tests you wanted?" 

    Stopping in front of me, he said, "You walked out." 

    "I may do it again if your social skills haven't improved since the last time I dropped by." Gesturing to Stella and Bobo, I said, "These are Miss Stella Warn and... Bobo, I don't know the rest of your name." 

    "Bobo will do," he said, extending a hand to Farley. Farley responded hesitantly, seeming to have to think about why people sometimes held their hands out to others, then he shook hands with them as he said, "Dr. Angus Farley." 

    It didn't seem to occur to him to thank anyone for coming to his lab. A moment of awkward silence became two, then three, then I tapped his shoulder. 

    "Stuart's gonna get us some cookies and coffee," I said. "Then we can sit down and talk about the tests you want to run and like that. Miss Warn would like to know how you intend to go about things." 

    He blinked at me for another moment, then turned to his assistant and said, "Yes. Take care of it, Stuart." 

    Stuart nodded and headed for a phone. Farley turned back to us and studied Stella for a moment as if wondering what species she might belong to. I could see Stella's eyes narrow and realized that she was getting a little pissed about Farley's lack of social graces. 

    "Farley," I said quietly, "Find us a table and some chairs and get everybody settled in, then tell us what you expect to accomplish and how you intend to go about it." 

    Farley glanced up at me with a trace of irritation, then he seemed to have a minor revelation and nodded. 

    "Oh. Yes. Certainly." Turning to Stella and Bobo, he said, "Come with me, please," and led the way into the lab. 

    Stella and Bobo gave me 'which planet is he from?' looks as we moved to follow Farley. I shrugged as a reply. Farley began clearing papers off a table in the lab as Bobo and I scouted up enough chairs and sat down. 

    "I have some questions, first," said Farley, "And I'm going to assume that your telepathic abilities are real for the purpose of asking them." 

    "Damned decent of you," I said, "Does that mean that you actually think we're bullshitting you about them? If so, why have you been so hot to study mine?" 

    "That was Sara's idea. At first, anyway. She seems to believe that you, she, April, and Doris share some kind of --as she calls it --'bond', and that you routinely communicate telepathically. When she first mentioned it, I was naturally..." 

    "What did April say about it?" I asked. 

    Somewhat irritated by my interruption, Farley said, "I haven't talked to her about it, partly because she's hardly ever here. As I was saying, I was rather skeptical and thought that a recent occurrence might have caused her to develop some... well, perhaps some delusions..." 

    "We do," I said. 

    Visibly irritated now, Farley asked, "You do what?" 

    "Have a bond. Communicate telepathically. She's not nuts." 

    "You share her belief?" 

    "Yup. You betcha. I can ring her up right now for you." Stella gently snorted and gave me a small smile, which seemed to make Farley think he was the butt of a joke. 

    "I don't have time for this," he said. "If you intend to be disruptive, see if you can find your way to the door." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "I'll prove it. I can't include you in a direct linkup, but if Stella will act as a bridge, I think we can put on a show for you. Are you up for a rreeaall long distance call, Farley? You know where the ladies are right now, don't you? What they're doing?" 

    "Of course I know. Everybody in the complex knows. You're saying you actually believe you can make contact with Sara?" 

    "Sara. April. Doris. All of them at once, if you want." Farley's level of suspicion didn't seem to diminish as he thought about it. If anything, it seemed to worsen. 

    When Stella quietly said, "You have nothing to lose but your skepticism, Dr. Farley," he turned to face her and stared at her for some moments. 

    "Look," I said, "The last time I was here, you wanted to start out with card tests. All the usual first-level stuff. You wouldn't listen when I tried to tell you how things are. Now I'm telling you that you can hold a real conversation with Sara through us because Stella's here to bridge you into our link. Are you at least willing to try it?" 

    The lab door opened and Stuart came in with a tray of cookies. He noticed the way Farley was looking at Stella as he put the tray on the table. 

    "Dr. Farley?" he asked, but Farley ignored him. 

    "Did you bring coffee, too?" I asked. 

    Stuart's gaze shifted to me. "Yes." 

    "Are you going to bring it in?" 

    Glancing again at Farley, Stuart said, "Yes," and backed away from the table, then turned to head for the door. 

    "Stuart," said Farley. 

    "Yes, sir?" 

    "We'll need recorders. Audio and video. Set things up." Rising to my feet, I said, "Okay, then. I'll get the coffee." By the time I'd walked to the front room and back with the thermos and cups, Stuart had set up a video camera on a tripod by the table. A tape recorder sat on the table. I set the thermos and cups down and looked at Farley. 

    "Farley," I said, "Don't expect to record much." Finally taking his eyes off Stella to give me a withering look, he said, 

"This is a lab. We record everything." 

    Pouring five cups of coffee, I said, "Uh, huh. Then let's all get comfortable. Want to know what you're going to see?" 

    "No," he shot back instantly. "I want there to be no hint of suggestion. No opportunity for trickery, either. Stuart, turn on the camera. I'll handle the tape recorder." 

    'Trickery?' I thought, 'What the hell would be the point of trickery? Why bother?' 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, sure. No trickery, you mannerless lab rat. To hell with you and your paranoia, Farley, and don't edit that out of your tapes, okay? This won't be a test; it'll be an outright demonstration, and as far as I'm concerned, it'll probably be the only demo you ever get through me, so I hope you have sense enough to cherish it." 

    Passing coffee around, I said, "You'll make and maintain mental contact with Stella. I'll join that contact, then open a link to Sara, April, and Doris. Good enough?" 

    Farley nodded as he said, "If it's verifiable and..." 

    "Verification will be up to you," I interrupted, "Think of something to say to Sara that only those in the link will hear and check with her when she gets back. Or something like that. Whatever, this is probably your only shot, so make it count." 

    "Let's have some coffee first," said Stella. "Everybody take a minute and relax." 

    She looked at me and said, "Ed, I'm not sure I like being used to shove a point down someone's throat." 

    "If you'd prefer not to bridge us, no problem," I said. "It doesn't really matter a damn to me what Farley believes or doesn't. Sara asked me to work with him, but it wasn't an order and he's a pain in the ass." 

    "Everybody's a pain in the ass to somebody. I didn't say I wouldn't... 

'bridge'... for you. I just dislike being used." 

    Nodding, I said, "Okay, then. Will you please bridge for us, milady?" After a brief pause, I added, "Because if you don't, this guy will pester you about tests until you feel like knocking him down." Bobo chuckled and looked directly at Farley as he quietly said, "Nobody

'pesters' Miss Warn." 

    Grinning at Bobo, I said, "Roger that." 

    "Okay," said Stella. "I'll do it. When do you want to start?" Shrugging, I said, "Now's good. Farley? You ready?" He glanced around once, then asked, "How should I prepare for whatever you're going to do?" 

    Stella's sharp laugh startled everyone, including me, and I was looking right at her. 

    "You don't," she said. "You just experience it." Extending her hand to Farley, she said, "Take my hand." 

    Farley did so, albeit with visible trepidation. I went to sit on Stella's right and waited for her to let me know it was time to link with her and the others. 

    A rather blank look of blatant amazement became Farley's expression as whatever Stella did sank in and took hold of him. After thirty seconds or so, she held her right hand out to me without taking her eyes off Farley. I took her hand and suddenly Farley's voice in my head was frantically asking, "What...? What's happening?" 

    "I just came aboard, doc. How are you handling all this?" 

    "I... I think... Oh, lord. It's real, isn't it?" 

    "Yup. Like a kick in the butt, it's real. Stand by one while I hook up with the ladies." 

    Linking to Doris, I sent, "Doris?" 

    "Yes, Ed." 

    "I've got Farley and Stella on the line. Can you spare a few minutes in the name of science?" 

    "Oh, I guess so. Hi, Stella. Is Farley a believer yet?" Stella's rich laugh was music as she said, "I think he may be getting there, Doris." 

    "Okay," I said, linking outward, "April? Sara? A Dr. Angus Farley is holding on line one for you." 

    Sara said, "I guess I can take a few minutes off to say hi." April said, "Hello, everybody. What's the occasion, Ed?" 

    "Just a social call," I said. "Farley's been wanting proof that we can do this, so he's getting his proof. Farley, what do you think? Is this proof enough for ya?" 

    "Oh, my God..!" Farley muttered, both through the link and aloud, "Oh, my God..! It's true!" 

    Sara asked, "Did you think we were lying to you, Farley? This is exactly what I was trying to explain to you." 

    "But... But how? How can you do... this?" 

    With an exasperated sigh, April said, "That's what you were supposed to try to find out, but you kept throwing up those stupid esp tests instead of listening to us. We don't need you to figure out whether we *can* do it. We need you to try to figure out *how* we do it. And how to make it work for other people. Do you finally understand, Farley?" 

    "I... I... Yes! Yes, April! I understand! Oh, my God! You really can talk to each other! I'm so sorry, Sara! I thought..." 

    Laughing, Sara said, "Yeah, we know what you thought, you putz. You thought we were ready for straitjackets." 

    "No!" protested Farley, "I just thought... uh, I just thought you might need some, uh, counseling." 

    "Uh, huh. Farley, why was it so hard for you to believe us? Three people were describing the same experiences. Three people were..." 

    "I'm SORRY!" Farley almost yelled through the link, but his tone was one of true repentance, not his usual irritation. "I'm sorry, Sara! Please believe me!" 

    "Ladies," I said, "He's sitting down, so he can't fall too far. Want to show him what you're doing out there?" 

    Sara chirped, "Sure!" and her vision abruptly superceded ours to display clouds of stars and chunks of rock, including the rock in particular that she was pushing as she spoke to us. 

    Yet again, Farley faintly murmured, "Oh, my God..!" and he seemed to stop breathing for quite a while as his sense of wonder pervaded our links. I noted his sense of wonder wasn't alone in there; Stella's was every bit as strong as Sara's envisionments of space beyond our solar system paraded before us. 

    It suddenly occurred to me that Bobo wasn't in the link, and even as that thought passed from my mind to theirs, Stella softly said --aloud as well as through our link --"Bobo. Stuart. You guys should see this, too." Bobo's hand touched Stella's forearm and we all felt his sense of disorientation as he joined us. 

    "Jesus!" he whispered, then fell altogether silent. When Stuart's hand came to rest next to Bobo's, the process of amazement was repeated again, accompanied by a harsh gasp. He said nothing, but his mind was present among ours in the manner of a deer in the headlights; fearfully mesmerized by the visions from space. 

    "Relax, Stuart," said Stella, in that commanding 'voice' I'd heard at the club and the coffee shop. "You're in no danger." April and Sara experienced the fringes of Stella's effort to calm Stuart, and that effort had an entirely different effect on them as they saw Stuart almost go limp in his chair. 

    "Wow!" exclaimed Sara, "How do you do that, Stella?!" 

    "I guess that's something else Farley will have to figure out. I never have; I just do it." 
Chapter Twenty-one

    For perhaps ten minutes, we all shared images of space and snippets of awe-inspired conversation before another thought occurred to me and I made a suggestion that caused some momentary blank looks around the table. 

    "Sara. April," I said, "I know you're a little short on luxuries out there, so how would you ladies like us to send you a care package? Some coffee and cookies, maybe?" 

    "Coffee?!" yelped Sara, "Oh, *hell* yes, Ed!" 

    "What kind of cookies?" April asked with a grin we all felt. 

    "We've got your favorite, ma'am! Macaroons! And chocolate chip and sugar cookies. There are about six kinds on this tray, and with this kind of linkup... Oh, hey, it won't distract you too much, will it? We wouldn't want to jeopardize your efforts out there, you know." 

    "Hey, Ed!" said Sara, "If you wanna learn something about being in jeopardy, try not sending me that coffee and see what happens when I get back to Earth!" 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am, ma'am! By your command, milady! Just pay attention, now, sweetie." I lifted my cup to my lips and asked, "Ready? Here comes your coffee." 

    Credit to the mess hall; it was good, rich coffee. I let the sip soak into my taste buds for some moments before I took another one. Sara's warm, fuzzy enjoyment of her long-distance caffeine fix seemed to flow over and fill us all. 

    "Ooohhh..!" Sara sighed gratefully, "Ed, you're promoted and I take back every mean thing I ever said about you! Do it again! Take another sip!" Sending her a fat grin, I did take another sip. Sara's enthusiasm seemed undiminished after two more sips, and I suggested that Stella try hers. She grinningly did so as I reached for some macaroons and bit into one. Around a mouthful of cookie, I asked, "April, are you receiving this, or are the coffee and cookies getting mixed up? We can do one thing at a time if necessary." 

    "That cookie is coming through loud and clear, Ed. All I have to do is focus on your link. Sara's right. You're promoted and forgiven for all of your sins and you may even get a raise." 

    I laughed and said, "Everybody remember she said that, please. I may need the leverage someday." 

    At that moment, April said sharply, "Sara! Behind you!" April's view of Sara showed her leaning into the task of redirecting a chunk of rock the size of a multi-story building. Sara glanced back, muttered, 

"Oh, damn," and seemed to somehow subtly brace herself as a rock half the size of the one she'd been pushing slammed into her. 

    Except for Doris, April and me, everyone else in the link reacted with varying degrees of panic and concern as house-sized splinters of rock tumbled away from the impact. 

    Before we could see her amid the debris, Sara said rather sardonically, 

"Gee, thanks for the timely warning, April." 

    "Sorry," said April. "I didn't see it until I let mine go and turned back for another one." 

    Backhanding a boulder the size of a car aside as she flew into view, Sara came to hang in space in front of April and said, "Maybe we should take a real break after all." 

    We could feel April's grin and a slight nod of agreement. 

    "Didn't I ask about distractions?" I asked, "I'm pretty sure I said something... maybe even used that particular word..." 

    "Yeah, fine!" snapped Sara. "You said something. Now shut up and eat another cookie before you lose that promotion." 

    "Oh, yes'm. Another cookie coming up. Some coffee, too." Stella's hands were trembling and she looked rather pale. I wondered if it was due to some kind of strain to keep the link open, but as my thoughts reached her, she shook her head. 

    "No, it's no real effort," she whispered. "I just can't believe Sara survived that. I saw it happen, but... My God..!" 

    "Stella, thanks, but I'm fine," said Sara. "That was just a big rock, and it takes a lot more than that to hurt us." 

    Looking around the table, I saw that the others were also in the process of coming back down from the incident. All except Stuart. He sat as if in shock, staring blindly at nothing. 

    My realization of Stuart's mental state filtered to the others. As their attentions focused on him, April made an effort to address him directly. After she'd called his name a few times, Stuart seemed to come out of his stupor. Yanking his hand off Stella's arm, he stood up quickly and sent his chair rolling across the lab. 

    He said nothing as he stared first at Stella, then at me, and then he cleared his throat as he looked at Farley and croaked, "Dr. Farley... I... I'd like to be excused, please." 

    Farley didn't seem in much better condition than Stuart, but at least he hadn't gone into blank shock. His hands shook and his eyes were staring rather starkly, but he managed to nod slightly at Stuart, who wobbled away on shaky legs. 

    Glancing around the table, Farley said, "Um... ladies and gentlemen... I, too, would like to be excused," and removed his hand from Stella's arm. But he made no immediate move to get out of his chair. When he reached for his coffee cup, he held it in both hands as he leaned slightly forward over the table to sip it. 

    Gazing into the cup for long moments, he said nothing more until the phone rang, sharply jolting him out of his reveries. With a nod to the rest of us, he stood up unsteadily and unhurriedly turned off both the tape recorder and the camera, then he took his cup with him to the outer office. 

    "I'd say he's convinced, now," said Sara. "Maybe he'll stop badgering us for tests." 

    "Don't count on it," said Doris. "Once he thinks he has a handle on this, he'll probably get all hot and bothered to try to find a way to quantify and measure it." 

    "Hm. Yeah, probably so." Sighing gently, she said, "Oh, well. I could use some more coffee, anyone." 

    My cup was empty. Stella smiled and sipped hers as I refilled mine and nibbled another macaroon. Some fifteen minutes or so of chatting later, April suggested that they should probably get back to work. 

    Stella said it would be nice to link up like this a couple of times a day until the ladies returned. Her suggestion was met with enthusiasm. 

    "And," said Stella, "I just happen to own a coffee shop, so we aren't limited to just one blend or flavor, and the pastry menu goes on for miles." 

    "Oh, wow!" said Sara, "Ed, don't lose her or piss her off, okay? We'll get even with you if you do." 

    "Copy that, ma'am. I promise to be nice to her." We said our temporary goodbyes and prepared to let the link dissolve when the lab door opened. An angry Rachel Parks strode into the room and marched quickly up to the table. 

    "I called to see if Doris was here," she said brightly, "And guess what?" Her tone rose in pitch and volume as she continued, "I learned that someone had convened an unscheduled lab conference." Aiming her angry gaze at me in particular, she emphatically added, "Without notifying me or my office!" 

    "Ladies?" I asked, "You're hearing this?" 

    "Yes, Ed," April said rather coolly. "Let her say her piece before you put her in the link." 

    "Will do." 

    "Well?" Parks snapped, "Do you have any kind of an excuse for not including me?" 

    Glancing at Stella, I said to Parks, "Nope. Don't need one. You weren't here and it was a spur-of-the-moment thing to make Farley stop thinking we were all delusional." 

    Parks eyed the cookies and coffee and raised an eyebrow as she barked, 

"You call this layout 'spur-of-the-moment'?" 

    Nodding as I sipped my coffee, I said, "Yup, and I'm sure we'd all appreciate it if you'd drop that stormtrooper attitude. Have a coffee, sit down, and cool down if you want to talk, lady. We don't have to stay here and take your flak, y'know." 

    Walking around the table to loom over me, Parks said in an ominous tone, 

"When you address me, you will stand up unless I've given you leave to sit. You will call me 'Dr. Parks', and if you want to keep your position with us, you won't even think about trying to leave without my explicit permission to do so." 

    I felt Sara's response to Parks's words; her anger was almost tangible within our link. 

    "Ladies?" I asked, "Any comments?" 

    "Just one," said Sara tightly. "Tell Parks that you can invoke Article Twenty-six of her contract and put Alan Greene in charge of the lab complex until I get back." 

    "I can do that? Invoke Article Twenty-six, I mean, whatever that is?" 

    "No, but you can call Greene and he can. If her attitude doesn't improve instantly, call Greene and do it." 

    Nodding, I said, "Roger that, ma'am. Will do." 

    "Article Twenty-six," I said to Parks. "Should I put Alan Greene in charge of things until Sara gets back, or will you calm down and be reasonable?" Parks blanched and froze, her mouth open to say something and her finger pointed at my chest. For a long moment she seemed to hover above me, then she let her arm fall to her side and her mouth close. Her shocked look became a kind of incredulous glare and she stepped back a pace. 

    "You can't invoke the articles of my contract," she snapped. 

    "No, but I can invoke Greene, and he can take it from there. The management here will become a lot friendlier almost instantly. Your move, Parks." 

    Her incredulous glare became one of simple hatred that lasted for some moments before she turned without a word and marched out of the lab. 

    "This isn't going any farther," said Sara. "Call Alan. Tell him to invoke Article Twenty-six immediately. When he asks for an authorization code, say

'spiders and a blue dog'. He took that from one of his favorite books." 

    "Will do," I said. "Any last words before we drop the link?" 

    "Just goodbye, I guess. April?" 

    "Same here. Thanks for your assistance, Stella." 

    "You're very welcome," said Stella. 

    "Doris, how about you?" I asked. 

    "Just tell me where and when to meet you if you need me. I'm in the middle of something, but I can put it aside for a while. Bye for now, Stella. You've been a great help." 

    Doris unlinked, then April and Sara. That left me holding Stella's hand, still connected to both her and Bobo. Stella let go of my hand and Bobo sipped the last of his coffee before he stood up. I swilled the last of mine as Stella got to her feet, then I stood up as well and we headed for the office. When I dialed extension 314, Greene's secretary answered and told me she'd page Dr. Greene for me. A few minutes later, Greene rang me back and I told him that Sara had told me to have him invoke Article Twenty-six of Parks's contract. 

    "Ah... It's definitely necessary?" he asked. 

    "Sara thinks so." 

    "I'll need an authorization code, Ed." 

    "Spiders and a blue dog. Where can we meet you?" 

    "My office in about fifteen." 

    "Okay. Over and out, then." 

    He said, "See you there," and hung up. 

    Farley wordlessly watched us troop past his desk as we left the lab. Stuart was nowhere in sight. 

    I mulled the matter of Parks on the way to the elevator. If she'd only sat down and spoken with us instead of barking at us, she'd probably still be in the big chair. Instead, she'd slammed shut and stalked out of the lab. Sara's decision to replace Parks had stemmed partly from the likelihood that Parks would let her dislike of me interfere with her judgment where my involvement might be concerned in future missions or assignments. There'd be discussions later. If Parks could convince Sara that she'd walked out only to avoid further argument, she might clear things up, but I doubted it. Sara had seen Parks's autocratic side, and she hadn't liked it one damned bit. 

    In Greene's office, his secretary looked up as we entered and said, "Dr. Greene said he'd be here shortly. I've called Dr. Lang to act as a third witness. She's on her way up." 

    Lang walked in as she said that. After introductions to Stella and Bobo, she asked, "What's going on?" 

    "We're replacing Parks," I said. "You'll be a witness." 

    "I knew that. Tell me something I don't know, like maybe the reasons we're doing this." 

    "Let's wait for Alan and only go over everything once." 

    "Okay. What's your role in all this?" 

    "At this point, I'm just another witness." She cocked her head and regarded me for a moment, then asked, "Did you set this thing in motion?" 

    "Yup. Sara said to replace Parks. I called Greene." 

    "Uh, huh. No offense, of course, but do we have anything more than your word to go on?" 

    "Sara told me what to tell Greene to verify the order." 

    "And that was..?" 

    "Spiders and a blue dog." 

    With a snorting snicker, Lang moved to the couch and sat down. She studied me for a moment, then her gaze switched to Stella and her head cocked slightly again. 

    "Interesting," she said, and said no more until Greene arrived a few minutes later. 

    Greene greeted everyone briefly, then led us all --his secretary included

--into his office and opened his wall safe, from which he took a manila envelope. 

    At his desk, he slit the envelope open and poured the contents onto his blotter. There were several sheets of paper and another envelope, which he also slit open. 

    Removing a single sheet of paper from the smaller envelope, he said

"Verification" and passed it to Lang, who read it and passed it to me. The inner envelope said, 'Spiders and a blue dog', and was signed by both Sara and Greene. 

    When we'd passed the document back to him, he said, "There will be six copies of the replacement documents. Dr. Lang, Miss Thomas, Ed, and I will date and sign each of them and each of us will receive a copy. Dr. Parks will receive a copy and one will remain in my safe. Does anyone need a pen?" He handed some of the other papers that had been in the big envelope to his secretary for copying. After the signings, we headed for Parks's office, arriving around two. 

    Her receptionist --Melanie Rook, I finally learned by noting the name in the 'owner' block of her open address book --was shown the defrocking order. She nodded and glanced at me, then at Greene as we went into Parks's office. Rachel Parks remained seated as we entered. She said nothing and regarded us narrowly as we approached her desk. 

    Greene said, "I'm sorry, but this is an enactment of Article Twenty-six of your contract, Dr. Parks. You're being replaced by a committee of three top-level personnel. You may make an appeal once Sara has returned, but for the moment, you must vacate this office and relinquish all pertinent keys, key cards, and other such items." 

    After Greene stopped speaking, Parks switched her gaze to me and pushed her chair back from her desk. 

    "You just had to do it, didn't you?" she asked. She wouldn't believe me, but I said it anyway; "Sara told me to do it after she heard you sound off in Farley's lab." 

    Standing up, Parks said archly, "Oh, yes. Of course. Your so-called telepathic contact with April and Sara." Looking at Alan, she asked, "Tell me, Dr. Greene, do you really believe that this man can contact Sara telepathically?" 

    "I don't have to," said Greene. "He invoked Sara's authority with the proper code." 

    Sighing exasperatedly, Parks said, "That doesn't answer my question. Do-you-believe-it?" 

    Meeting her gaze, Greene said firmly, "Yes. I believe it." Reaching into her top desk drawer, Parks retrieved a ring of keys and hefted them in her hand for a moment before she tossed them at Greene and said flatly, "Then you're a fool." 

    Turning to me, she said, "I don't know what the hell you're really up to with all this, but I'll find out. I promise you that." Placing a hand on Stella's, I sent a request for contact. Stella opened a link for me and I asked her to bridge for Parks if Sara would talk to her, then I linked to Sara and asked, "Sara, would you speak with Parks? It might help matters." 

    In a rather flat, hard tone, Sara said, "Sure. Put her on." 

    "Dr. Parks," I said, "Would you like to share a contact with Sara right now?" To Greene and Lang, I said, "You're invited, too. No questions. Just a yes or no." 

    Despite Greene's affirmation to Parks that he believed I could contact Sara, he looked at me as if I might possibly be nuts, but after a glance at Stella's calm demeanor, he said, "Yes," and stepped closer to Stella. Lang shrugged and also moved closer to Stella. 

    "Parks?" I asked, "How about it? Yes or no?" For a long, silent moment, she simply glared at me as usual, then she asked, "What's involved?" 

    "You'll touch one of us; touch Stella if you can't stand the idea of touching me at the moment. That's all." 

    She still hesitated, and Stella suddenly said, "Dr. Parks, take his hand," in that eerie, compelling way of hers. Parks's mouth fell open and her eyes seemed to unfocus briefly as her hand reached for mine. 

    Before she could shake off the effect, I got a grip on her hand and said, 

"Ready, Sara," through our link. 

    "Dr. Parks," said Sara, "Dr. Greene and Dr. Lang. Welcome aboard. Miss Warn is providing a bridge of sorts so that you can join the link I share with April, Doris, and Ed. Are there any questions so far?" Both Parks and Greene seemed in a state of shock, but Greene shook himself out of it and asked, "What was the very last thing I said to you before you left on this mission?" 

    Laughing, Sara said, "As I was leaving your office, I caught you eyeballing my butt. You blushed and apologized, then said that my uniform was delightfully inadequate." 

    "My God, it really is you!" 

    "In the flesh, so to speak. Dr. Lang? Do you need any sort of convincing, as well?" 

    Lang's left eyebrow went up, then she said, "We discussed a book when we had lunch last Monday. Who was the author?" 

    "Voltaire," stated Sara. "Dr. Parks? How about you?" Parks had managed to clear her mind somewhat and was staring at Stella as if she were a vampire. Parks tried to yank her hand free of mine, but I didn't let her go. 

    "Parks," I said aloud, "Relax. Don't panic." 

    "Panic?!" she ranted as she struggled to free herself, "Why the hell shouldn't I? Let go of me! You and that woman..!" 

    "Parks!" I snapped. "Close your mouth and open your mind! You wanted proof and you're getting it. If you can find a way to accept it, you may still save your job." 

    Her eyes had grown wide with the panic I'd hoped to avoid and her struggles against my grip grew frantic. 

    I was about to let go of her and say to hell with it when Stella's compulsion-voice rang through our link with, "Parks! Stand still and listen. Relax, damn it. Think!" 

    Parks froze, stared at Stella, then seemed to sag against her desk. Whether she actually continued to think, I was unable to tell. Her link remained open, but she was completely quiet. 

    "Damn!" said Sara. "That's one hell of a talent, Stella!" Greene muttered aloud, "Yes, it certainly is. My God..!" 

    "Rachel," said Sara, "Listen to me. You're good at your job or you wouldn't have it. If your only problem with Ed has been an inability to accept our telepathy, we can demonstrate it to your satisfaction later. For now, if you can..." 

    Parks suddenly threw off Stella's spell and shrieked as she again began struggling in my grip, this time with a fervor that threatened to cause her to hurt herself. 

    "Aw, hell," said April. "Ed, let her go before she chews her damned hand off to get loose." 

    I'd already come to that conclusion. When I let go, Parks backed up a few paces too quickly and ended up falling on her ass. I went to help her up, but she backed away from me with another shriek and screamed, "No! Don't touch me!" 

    Lang glanced at the rest of us, then went to the door and locked it. I saw the intercom LED on the phone light up. Someone --probably Melanie --had decided to eavesdrop. 

    "What are you doing?" Greene asked Lang. 

    "We'll give her a few minutes to settle down, Alan," said Lang. "If she doesn't, we'll call security. Who'd wind up with her in this condition? 

Jackson on two?" 

    "I don't think it'll have to come to that," said Greene. "She's just frightened and confused. If we all stay over here, she may pull herself together sooner or later." 

    "Whatever. Who do you have to cover this office?" 

    "I'll have to share the job with Oldsmar and Sumter." 

    "Sara," I sent through my link, "How long has Melanie been running your front desk?" 

    "Almost a year. Are you thinking about suggesting that she cover the admin stuff until I get back?" 

    "Yeah. Does it really require a doctorate in anything? She's got the practical knowledge and Alan's already got a full plate." Almost without a pause, Sara said, "Yeah, she could do it, I think. She knows the routines and she could hand anything unusual to Alan or Oldsmar. Okay." 

    "Alan," I said aloud to Greene, "Why not give Melanie Rook a shot at the job? And before you say no, check her out." 

    "The receptionist?" 

    "The 'Executive Secretary'," I amended with a grin. "Sara thinks she can do it." 

    "You're in contact with her now?" Then he put a palm to his forehead and said, "Oh, hell, of course you are. Could I hear it from her, though?" 

    "Sure. Stella, would you bridge for us, please?" 

    "Of course," she said, reaching for my hand and Greene's. Lang stepped forward and put her hand on Stella's arm. 

    I linked everybody and said, "Ladies, I'm sorry to keep calling you at work, but Alan wants to talk to you." 

    "Sara?" Greene called through the link, "Are you there?" With a short laugh, Sara asked, "Where else would I be? Yes, Alan, give Melanie a shot if she'll take it. Anyone else would just be signing whatever she handed them, anyway." 

    "You're sure?" he asked, both through the link and aloud. 

    "Alan, she has a degree in business administration and she's been handling my office for close to a year. If she doesn't work out at my desk, send her back to her old desk and split the load with Oldsmar and Sumter." Again speaking aloud as well as through our link, Alan said, "Okay, Sara." From the far corner of the office, Rachel Parks watched us commune and somehow seemed to shrink even further away. 

    After we broke the link, I went to stand over the phone and said, 

"Melanie, this is Ed. Do you think you can do the job?" There was only the barest hesitation before the light flickered as she pressed the 'talk' button and said, "Yes." 

    "See you at the door, then." 

    "Wait one. A woman just came into the office." Doris linked and said, "Sorry I'm late." 

    I said, "You missed the action, ma'am. Parks panicked." Aloud, I said to the intercom phone, "That's Doris, Melanie. She'll come in with you." 

    "Ed," Doris said with a laugh, "She's taking a real close look at my ID

badge. You ought to see her face." 

    Melanie said, "That's who she is, all right. On my way." Lang said, "I'll get the door on my way out. Things are under control here and it's time I got back to my lab." 

    Shaking her head slightly, she added, "Goodbye, all. It's been... interesting." 

    Greene and Stella said goodbye to her. Bobo stood silent, as usual, only nodding to her as she turned to go. Lang went to the door and let Doris and Melanie in, then pulled the door shut behind her as she left. After introducing Melanie to Stella and Bobo, I said to Doris, "Parks panicked during a link. Melanie will be taking her place until Sara gets back. Alan Greene's in general command of things in the meantime." With a nod, Doris went over to Parks and asked, "Are you okay, Rachel?" as Melanie asked me, "What's a link?" 

    Watching to see how things would go in the corner, I only glanced at Melanie as I said, "It's telepathy, Melanie. Sara, April, Doris, and I can talk to each other anytime, anywhere. Parks couldn't seem to believe it and showing her how it worked freaked her out." 

    Noddingly indicating Stella, I said, "This gorgeous lady --Stella Warn -also has a considerable telepathic ability. She was kind enough to help us expand our commo circle to include other people." 

    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Melanie glance peeringly at Stella and purse her lips as she considered my answer. 

    "Uh, huh," she said. "You're saying you can let me talk to Sara about all this? Right now?" 

    "Yup." 

    Giving me a sidelong look, Melanie carefully said, "Um, I know where they are, don't forget." 

    "Yeah, well, I kinda figured she might have told her secretary where she was going." 

    "What if I have trouble believing this, too?" I looked directly at her and said, "We need someone to handle the routine stuff. You're already doing that. If you don't freak out like Parks did, you'll still get the job." 

    "Uhm... Isn't that decision up to Dr. Greene?" Greene said, "You'll get the job, Melanie. If, as Ed said, you don't freak out like Parks did." 

    Melanie gave us both a 'you have to be kidding' expression and flatly stated, "I don't 'freak out', sirs." 

    I reached to Stella with a grin and she took my hand, then held her other hand to Melanie and Greene. Once we were all connected, I linked to April and Sara. 

    "Uh, what... What do I have to do?" asked Melanie. 

    "Just stand there and look pretty," said Sara. "You'll be taking over my office until I get back. Do a good job and you may get stuck with it. How's that?" 

    "S...Sara?!" Melanie asked aloud, "It's really you? Are you still... uh, way out there in space?" 

    "I'm still out here. Want to see it?" 

    With a big grin, Melanie nodded as she said, "Yes!" We again saw the depths of space beyond the floating rockpile the ladies were redirecting. Melanie made the usual noises of awe and amazement for a few moments, then Sara capped the video feed and said they had to get back to work. 

    "Okay," I said. "Bye, again, ladies. Maybe we won't have to bug you at work again for a while." 

    "Well," said April, "If you have to, you have to, but it would be nice to have some more coffee sent up. That's a hint." 

    "Hint received, milady." 

    Stella said, "We can open a link during dinner and order something special. Does Ed know what you ladies like?" 

    Laughing, Sara said, "Oh, yeah, he knows. Thanks, Stella." Sara's innuendo was blatantly obvious, as usual. Stella raised an eyebrow at me as Melanie did the same. Motion in the corner caught my eye; Doris helped Rachel to her feet. 

    "Doris?" I asked, "How is she?" 

    "That's yet to be determined." 

    "I'm fine," snapped Parks, glaring at me. "What do you people intend to do with me?" 

    "Ask him," I said, thumbing over my shoulder at Greene. Greene stepped forward a pace and said, "Sometime in the next few days a panel will interview you concerning this incident. You and they will decide your future here." 

    At her look of sullen resignation, Greene said, "You aren't being fired, Dr. Parks. This was only a temporary position and your medical specialty is essential to our efforts. If you and the panel can reach an agreement concerning this matter, there's no reason you can't return to your regular duties." 

    Parks seemed unthrilled by his answer, but she said nothing as she straightened her clothes. 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Stella and Bobo left Parks' office to discuss Stella's possible future participation in various experiments with a Dr. Everett on level four. Parks was gently escorted out of the room by Alan Greene, to what immediate destination I have no idea. 

    Lang led Doris and me to another room on level two, where my debriefing concerning the hijacking and subsequent events began at three. Lang and Greene and six others --whom I hadn't met before or had met only briefly at some time or other --threw questions at me for close to an hour as two cameras filmed the meeting and a woman took notes. 

    I kept my description of events aboard the jet quick and simple, referring only to having 'neutralized' the hijackers, although everyone knew what had happened to them. 

    None of my interviewers asked me if it had really been necessary to kill the hijackers, which surprised me somewhat; in my experience, the ivory-tower types tend to take a dim view of all killings, deserved or not. Questions concerning communication among April, Sara, Doris, and me came up again, but were dealt with quickly by separating Doris and me for a quickly-devised test. 

    Doris remained in the interview room and I was taken to a room across the hall. One of the interviewers --Metzger --asked Doris if she and I were in contact, then he asked Doris several questions for me to answer. At one point, Metzger said, "Rubies and sapphires." I repeated his words, expecting them to lead into a question about gemstones, but he said no more. 

    "Doris," I said, "What's the rest of the question?" 

    "There doesn't appear to be a question," she said. "He's just sitting there staring at me." 

    "Well, tell him we don't have all day for this crap." With a chuckle, Doris did so. Metzger blinked in surprise, then composed and asked two more questions. 

    A camera recorded my responses as I repeated and answered each question, then the two scientists with me returned to the interview room to compare notes. Once everyone involved had seen the results of the test, my debriefing continued. 

    Possibly because my interviewers were all scientists, the bulk of their interest seemed to focus around my experiences during the blast and my ability to transmogrify radiation. 

    One of the men --Phillip Somebody --referred to his notes and somewhat distractedly remarked to the man on his right, "No other enhancee has been quite so intensely... field-tested. When he disappeared from the screens, it was immediately assumed that he'd been completely consumed by the blast, of course. That left us with no options but to..." 

    The woman next to him gave him a sharp jab with her elbow and his head came up fast as he tried to figure out why she'd assaulted his ribs. Ignoring his irritated and questioning look, she said to me, "But when Doris called to tell us she'd been in contact with you, we were absolutely overjoyed, of course." Glancing sharply at Phillip, she asked intently, 

"Isn't-that-right-Phillip?" 

    Realization dawned for ol' Phil; he blushed as he said, "Oh! Yes! Yes, we certainly were! Oh, yes, indeed!" 

    Doris snickered and so did a number of others. 

    From four to almost five, I was subjected to a medical examination, during which it was determined that there had been no apparent changes to my physiology that would explain my greater speeds or energy storage capacities. Doris, Stella, Bobo, and I went to dinner together and shared our dining experience with April and Sara. After dinner, we adjourned to the lab's only pub on level one and sat discussing the day's events and wondering what to do with ourselves for the rest of the evening. 

    Stella asked, "Are they really finished with you, Ed? I mean, after all that's happened to you today, they didn't spend much time on your physical." 

    "All they can really do is look and listen," said Doris. "They can't run blood tests on us." 

    "They had me pee in a cup," I said. "They didn't say what they'd be looking for, though." 

    "Residual radiation," said Bobo, speaking for the first time in quite a while. "From the minerals in the urine. They're probably concerned as much about possible radioactive waste as your health." 

    "Seems likely enough," I agreed. "Dr. Bock signed off on me and said I can leave anytime I want, so they must not be worried that I'll contaminate Dallas." 

    "Are you going back to Dallas tonight?" asked Stella. 

    "Thought about it," I said. "I'm supposed to be on hand in that area, anyway. It's kind of a duty station." 

    Throughout the day, Bobo had been Stella's ever-watchful guardian, his eyes constantly sweeping their environment and rarely resting long on anyone or anything. Now they were locked on me, and it was as if some constant background noise had suddenly stopped. 

    "What's on your mind, Bobo?" I asked. 

    "I'm wondering why you do what you do," he said. "And don't, as well. You call yourself semi-retired and you live on a farm in Mesquite. Our preliminary background check returned almost nothing. A followup only got us your credit rating and car tag info before it hit a wall." 

    He glanced at Stella and continued, "That's why we were so cautious with you. What I'm wondering --especially since you told us about the guy who joined the circus --is why you don't take advantage of your enhancement to make some money." 

    "I do," I said. "I get a monthly check for being available." Giving me a droll expression, he said, "You know what I mean. You could make a mint as a movie stuntman." 

    As an answer, I said, "Sorry, Mr. Spielberg. Doris just called and I've gotta go. We'll finish making your movie later, okay?" Stella snickered and Doris grinned. Bobo gave me a 'yeah, yeah, okay' look and shrugged. 

    "There are other things you could do," he said, "Things regular people can't do without special equipment." 

    "Other enhancees are already doing things like that. I only get emergency calls, and that suits me just fine." 

    Stella asked, "Why only emergency calls, Ed? You could be a real somebody in Dallas." 

    Shrugging, I said, "'Real somebodys' don't have very much privacy, Stella. I'm not too well known as an enhancee and I like it that way. I don't need the money and my time is my own. Stuff like that, mostly." 

    "But you came into my club with those three women... And my doorman said you flew one of them to the club. That's not exactly what I'd call keeping your abilities secret." 

    "They were just some people I met on the highway, and chances are I'd have left them at the club." When Bobo's eyebrow went up at that, I added, "Male enhancees can't play with unenhanced women." 

    When Bobo glanced at Doris, she nodded agreement and said, "He gets the odd jobs, like the one this morning. The nearest other enhancee who can fly lives in Australia and her best speed is around six hundred miles per hour. Ed was capable of getting to the plane, so he got the call." 

    "There's another reason for anonymity," I said. "Lawsuits. No matter how well a situation may turn out, there's usually some jerk who looks for grounds for a lawsuit." 

    The discussion ranged considerably from there; sometimes about Doris or me and sometimes about Stella. Bobo seemed to drop back into his shadow mode and only rarely made a comment or asked a question. 

    Around eight, Stella yawned and said that her day usually started around noon instead of seven in the morning. Doris and I walked Stella and Bobo to their adjoining rooms and said goodnight, then headed back. 

    "Ed," Doris said as we entered the main hallway, "Let's go to my room and talk in private." 

    "Oh, wow!" I said conspiratorially, "Secret stuff, right? Kewl, ma'am! I know all about secret stuff, y'know." 

    Doris grinningly shook her head slightly, patted my cheek, and pretended she was speaking to a child as she said, "Yes, Ed. That's right. Secret stuff." 

    Giving her a crafty look, I asked, "You're thinking of trying to seduce me, aren't you?" 

    Doing her best to look caught in the act, Doris asked, "Promise you won't tell anybody?" 

    "Oh, never fear, milady. I won't rat on you." Laughing as she leaned to kiss me, Doris said, "Thanks so much. That's such a relief." 

    Once we were in her room, Doris raised a finger to her lips as she tapped her ear with her other index finger, then swept it around the room. She then went to her briefcase and took out a 'sniffer' that she walked around the room twice. 

    Turning it off, she said, "Seems clear. Ed, we found Grolier's gold gun. He didn't design or build it; the CIA came up with them in the eighties as a last-ditch personal defense, supposedly in anticipation of one of us going rogue." 

    She sat on the end of the bed and tucked her sniffer back into its compartment as she said, "They were tossed on the reject pile because the solution has a tendency to settle --to require shaking before use --and because just about any of us could take one away from the user before he got a shot off." 

    Setting her briefcase by the desk, she leaned against the desk and looked at me. 

    "Drop the other shoe, ma'am. What's the rest of the story?" Nodding, Doris said, "Six of the guns were reported missing, but not until questions about Grolier's possession of one surfaced in Washington today." 

    "'Missing', huh? That's not the word I'd use. Nothing can just walk out of the agency's vaults. How and why did Grolier happen to get one and does he know who else got one?" 

    Shoving off the desk and coming toward me, Doris said, "We don't know yet, but I think we will shortly. Grolier's not exactly a hardcase. Care to talk in the shower?" 

    As she wrapped herself around me I kissed her and said, "Suits me, milady." 

    We started undressing as Doris said, "Grolier received his gun from a lab supplier in Bethesda. Parts of it were hidden in three separate shipments and he assembled it himself. We expect that trail to dead-end shortly, but we're following it." 

    "Did Parks know about the gun?" 

    Dropping her bra on the bed, Doris said, "She says not. You know, being enhanced doesn't take even a little of the pleasure out of taking off a bra at the end of the day." 

    "Why do you bother with a bra?" 

    Shrugging, she said, "Call me old fashioned, but I don't feel properly dressed without one." 

    Eyeing her lovely breasts, I grinned as I said, "I'd be happy to rub away the strap marks you don't have, milady." 

    Grinning back, Doris hefted her boobs at me and asked, "Any excuse to get your hands on me, huh?" Moving into my arms, she said, "Boost my morale a bit, Ed. I've had a rough day, you know. We all thought... when the bomb went off..." 

    Rubbing her shoulders gently as I kissed her, I said softly, "Oh, hey, I'll do my best, milady. C'mon. Let's get you wet." Nodding silently, Doris smiled and took my hand to lead me to the bathroom. I disengaged long enough to shed my clothes as she readied the water to her liking, then joined her in the shower stall. 

    I started at the top of her, as always, taking much longer than really necessary to apply the shampoo. Doris simply wrapped her arms around me and hugged her wet, soapy self against me as I worked. 

    "Rinse time," I said, turning us so the spray would wash away the shampoo. Her eyes closed, Doris made a little pout and a sound of disappointment, also as usual, but I kissed the pout away and reached for the soap. After washing her shoulders and neck, I said, "Arms up, ma'am," and Doris smiled slightly as she lifted her arms above her head, knowing that I was watching her breasts lift, as well. 

    "How's the view?" she asked. 

    "Magnificent, as always. You know I've always been enthralled by all of your various attributes, milady." 

    Doris's left eye cracked open slightly and skeptically. 

    "Enthralled, huh? That's not a word you hear every day." 

    "Possibly not, but it fits the situation perfectly. When we're in the shower together, you have my complete attention." 

    Glancing down, she chuckled. 

    "So I see. Your attention is poking me, sir. Is that how you tell how well you're enthralled?" 

    Washing my way down her torso, I said, "Yeah, it's pretty much like a thermometer that way, y'know." 

    Giving her bush only a quick, teasing swipe of my hand, I knelt to wash legs, kneading and massaging her thighs and calves as I planted small kisses here and there. 

    When I reached her ankles, I hunkered and let my fingertips lightly trace the lines of her lovely legs. Doris let me do so for some moments before she spoke. 

    "You stopped washing me." 

    Glancing up, I said, "I'm checking my work." 

    "No, you're not. You're just messing around with my legs." 

    "That's how I check my work. These are damned fine legs, by the way. Very decorative. I may have mentioned that before at some time or other." 

    "Yes, you have, and thank you. Are you going to be doing that much longer?" 

    "Well, I wasn't really in a hurry. Are you?" With a sigh, Doris let herself drop into a hunker like mine and faced me. 

    "Yes, dammit," she said. "I've been horny as hell for hours and I expect you to do something about it, not make it worse." 

    Pretending shock, I tried to sound innocent as I asked, "You mean the shower was just a ruse to get me naked?" 

    Doris sighed again and reached to get a rather firm grip on the spike of my flesh between us. 

    "Are you going to cooperate?" she asked, "Or am I going to have to get rough?" 

    "Lemme see if I've got this straight, ma'am. I wouldn't want to wind up in court later for being too forward, you know. You're saying that you want me to skip the foreplay and just dive right in?" 

    Smacking my leg with her free hand, Doris grinningly said, "Well, it took you a while, but I think you've finally got it." 

    "But what about the romance of it all, lady?" Looking around, Doris said, "You want romance? We're both stark naked in the shower and I've got a grip on your dick. The romance can wait, but I won't. On your feet, stud." 

    Rising with her, I said, "You're a rather demanding woman at times. You know that, don't you?" 

    "Yeah, I guess I'm just used to getting what I want." She placed her hands on the shower wall, leaning forward from the waist and bracing herself, then looking back at me. 

    "And I want it now, if you don't mind," she prompted. Sighing dramatically, I said, "Sometimes I feel so used..." as I eased myself into her. Doris's soft laughter caused some entertaining sensations along my shaft. 

    "If you think you feel used now, just wait a little while." As something deep within her resisted the head of my dick briefly, then spread to allow it to pass, I said, "Yeah, yeah. Promises, promises. How did that feel, ma'am?" 

    "It's a good... Ooooh... uh, a good beginning. We're talking too much, Ed. It's kind of distracting." 

    Sighing again, I muttered, "Oh, sure. Now it's 'shut up and fuck me'. No romance at all." 

    Doris laughed again and slapped my leg again, then shoved herself onto me with a force that slammed my full length into her. 

    She hissingly stiffened for a moment, then almost whispered, "Ohhh, yeah. Like that a few times. Do it now." 

    "By your command, milady. As you wish. You betcha." We slammed ourselves together that way for a few minutes before a chunk of tiled wall came away in Doris's left hand. She turned her head to stare at it in a somewhat glassy, distracted manner as she let the crushed tile bits trickle out of her hand. 

    Putting her hand back against an undamaged portion of the wall, Doris took a deep breath and said, "Don't stop doing that, Ed, and don't use any links or feedback for now, okay? I seem to be in the mood for a good, solid fuck tonight. Nothing fancy. Well, not yet, anyway." 

    Continuing our pounding joinings, I said nothing as I considered her words. Doris usually liked the prelude of some holding, kissing, snuggling, and oral foreplay mixed with a mingling of our sensations playing back and forth between us. 

    In fact, she usually liked quite a lot of that before she'd decide it was time to ride me, but she'd never before turned down feedback. I considered sending a little into her anyway as I reached around her hips to find her pleasure button, but I immediately rejected the idea, figuring that she must have reasons of her own for wanting a feedback-free experience, at least for the moment. 

    Because we weren't linked, her first orgasm seemed almost to occur out of the blue. One moment she was striving for it, using me like a piston. The next moment she froze against me, deeply impaled, and almost hissingly screamed as her pleasure washed over her and filled her. 

    Opening myself to her, I let her sensations flood into me without mixing in my own and sending them back into her. There was no need to do that anyway, from the look of things. 

    Doris had brought herself to a crashing orgasm that caused her hands to do more damage to the wall as she lunged back against me a few more times and froze again. 

    "Don't move!" she commanded softly. 

    Holding absolutely still, I waited for her. 

    "Now!" she shrieked whisperingly. 

    "Uh, well, I'm not really ready to go off yet..." 

    "No! I mean feedback, dammit! Now!" 

    Oh. That. The stuff she'd said she didn't want yet. Right. I fed back into her the sensations I'd gathered from her, mixing my own physical and emotional pleasures into the loop. 

    Groaning with the psychosensual impact of it, Doris came hard again. I added that into the mix and she began a steady stream of climaxes as her knees gave out and we lowered ourselves to the floor. 

    'What the hell,' I thought, 'Might as well join her.' 

    Keying into things as more than a conduit, I let our sensations take root and blossom into an orgasm of my own. As the sensations began to build, Doris realized the differences in my shaft and the stream of sensations and again began lunging quickly, building herself up for another big one. When my time came and I drove myself into her to the hilt to gush deep inside her, Doris screamed and reached back to grab my hips and lock me to her as best she could. 

    A bright flash came from the region of our joining and a sharp clap of thunder filled the room as I filled Doris. She screamed again and tried to turn her head enough to see me as I spurted hard again. Another flash of light filled the room and a second burst of thunder shattered the mirror over the sink as a crack suddenly appeared in the shower's tile floor. Doris's staring, questioning gaze met mine for another moment, then her head tilted back and her eyes closed as she let out another --this time more high-pitched --scream. 

    I guess --between her orgasms and mine --some kind of overload occurred within Doris; she sagged limply against me, her head lolled on her shoulders, and she began a slow toppling to the left that I reached quickly to stop. Although her eyes were somewhat open, she remained absolutely limp in my grasp for some moments, then she seemed to come around a bit and her hands blindly groped to find the wall and floor. 

    Feeling pretty thoroughly drained, myself, I let my still somewhat erect dick slide out of Doris as I leaned her back against me to rest her head on my shoulder, kissed her cheek, and let her take her time about reorganizing herself. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    The phone in the other room rang as a red light embedded in the wall above the desk began flashing and a klaxon horn sounded in the corridor. Doris's first attempt to get to her feet failed. She slumped against me, then slid away to lean against the wall and stare at me. My first attempt to get up also failed; my legs were shaky and I felt exhausted as I slid back down the wall to the shower floor. 

    "Ed..?" Doris began, looking concerned as hell. I shook my head and said, "We need a minute or two down here on the floor, I think." Grinning at her, I asked, "What did you do to me, lady?" 

    "What?! Me?" She reached to weakly swat my thigh and said, "It's all your fault, what the hell ever 'it' was. It's always your fault. You know that." 

    "Oh, yeah, right. I think there might have been a bit of..." The bathroom door burst open. Doris startled and swiveled on her knees to face the sound even as she futilely attempted to cover herself with her hands and arms. I looked up to see a guy who looked as if he was ready to go spelunking. 

    His high-visibility yellow hazmat suit was topped with one of those angular helmets with the flat faceplates and he was waving a radiation detector around as he entered the room. 

    When he turned to face us, I let the guy see my lack of distress, then checked out the other three people in similar outfits who were cramming themselves into the bathroom. 

    One stared. One laughed. A redheaded woman --by the few stray strands that were visible within her helmet --swore. 

    I said, "Hi, guys. What's up?" 

    The only other woman in the group looked at my lap and snickered, then muttered, "Looks like you are," which triggered some chuckles and laughter. 

    "No count," announced the guy with the RD. "All clear." 

    "Okay," said the honcho lady in somewhat weary tone. "Everybody out." When people apparently didn't move fast enough to suit her, she added a crisp, "Now, people! Out! And close the door behind you." The redhead reached for our towels and started to toss them to us, but Doris waved a crushed-tile encrusted hand and said, "No, we need to rinse off first," so the woman set the towels back on the counter. Taking off her helmet and shaking out her bright red hair as she went to sit on the toilet, the woman set her helmet on the counter top and used one of the nearby hand towels to dry the sweat from her face. 

    "Jesus," she muttered, then glanced at us as she said, "We thought a goddamned bomb had gone off or something." 

    Keying the radio mike hanging over her left breast pocket, she said, 

"Four." 

    "Go, Four," said another woman's voice. 

    "All clear," said the redhead. "Stand down." 

    "What was it?" 

    "A couple of supers were fooling around, that's all." 

    "Any structural damage?" 

    Looking around, the redhead said, "A broken mirror. The toilet's cracked. So's the sink." 

    "And the shower floor," I added. 

    "And the shower floor," she said, looking at the damage. "I think it's patchable, though." 

    "What? Is that running water? Is there a broken pipe?" 

    "It's just a shower, not a broken pipe. Later, base." 

    "But..." 

    In an insistent tone, she said, "I'm telling you it's all clear, okay? 

Everybody can relax and stand down." 

    Another voice, a man's, came on the radio said, "Fooling around doesn't usually register as a Richter two. Were they fighting about something?" Rolling her eyes, the redhead said tensely, "Ah... No, sir, they weren't fighting. There's no problem here." 

    "Stand by one, Four. We'll send..." 

    Fixing her gaze on my dick, the redhead said, "Aw, hell, base! I'm looking right at the source of the noise, so trust me a little, okay? I won't say what caused it over the radio, but I can say there is-no-danger. None." After a moment, the man said in a quiet, but frosty tone, "Copy that. Go to channel seven, Four." 

    "Seven, roger. In a minute," said the redhead, but she made no immediate move to change the radio's channel as she looked at us. 

    "Now, Four," the man insisted. 

    "I said, in a minute. I have to check something. Out." Switching off her radio, she noddingly indicated Doris and asked, "Are you all right?" 

    Doris said, "Uh, yeah. I'm fine. What..?" 

    The woman's eyes flicked to me. 

    Shrugging, I said, "I'm okay, too, as far as I know." Letting her gaze fall to the object standing in my lap, she laughed shortly and said, "Yeah, I can see that." 

    Getting to her feet, the redhead picked up her helmet and sighingly said, 

"I'll be in the other room." 

    Stopping at the doorway, she looked straight at me as she said, "I'll talk to her first," and left. 

    I stood up and reached to help Doris to her feet. We showered off bits of wall debris, then got out and toweled ourselves dry. 

    "Would you get me my robe, please?" asked Doris. Chuckling, I asked, "Oh, so it's all right for me to go out there in nothing but a towel?" 

    Kissing my cheek, Doris said, "Yes, it is. My robe, please." The redhead was sitting by the desk as I left the bathroom; I held up a quieting hand and said, "Just a minute," as I reached in the closet for Doris's robe and took it to her. 

    When Doris came out of the bathroom, the redhead studied her from head to toe for a moment, then said, "Well, you look okay. I'm Anna Marks and I already know who you are. What made all the noise?" It was an awkward moment. Doris looked at me, then back at Anna, then she went to sit on the corner of the bed and bit her lip as she considered how to explain. 

    Shrugging, I said, "There must have been some kind of residual charge in me that discharged not too long after we got wet. Like when you've unplugged a TV, but there's still juice in the flyback transformer. If you touch it -even an hour later --it may knock you down. But Doris isn't hurt and neither am I, so is that enough of an explanation?" 

    "It won't be for some people." 

    Anna glanced at Doris, who was turning redder by the moment, and seemed to thoroughly realize all that I'd left unsaid. Her eyes returned to mine and dropped to my towel briefly, then she met my gaze again. With an absolutely straight face, she asked, "Things just... 'discharged', huh?" 

    "Yeah," I said flatly. "They did." 

    "What things?" She tapped her radio and added, "For my report, of course. Base is still waiting to hear exactly what caused the..." 

    "Oh, for God's sake!" said Doris, "You can't guess?!" A small smile appeared on Anna's face as she said, "Yeah, but I'm not supposed to. Not in an incident report. I need something to take back to the office, and it would probably be best if one of you described what happened. In detail." 

    Rubbing her face with her hands, Doris quickly stood up and said, "Come with me," as she headed for the bathroom. 

    Raising an eyebrow, Anna stood up and followed her, keeping that eyebrow aimed at me as she passed me. The bathroom door closed behind her and there was a flurry of whispering --which I had no trouble hearing --then the bathroom door opened again and Doris stamped out. 

    Anna followed her back into the bedroom and again eyed me as she picked up her helmet. 

    "No gossip, right?" Doris queried in an insistent tone. Chuckling, Anna said, "Sure. No gossip. Not by me. But after you tell them what happened..." She gave me a grinning little head shake and laughed as she said, "Wowsers, dude," then opened the door to the hallway and left. Doris glared sullenly after her for a moment. She took a deep breath and had just started to say something when April sent a link request. I opened a return link that included Doris and we suddenly seemed to be looking at a cluster of potatoes surrounded by space and stars. 

    "Very impressive," said Doris, apparently thinking along the same lines. 

"It looks like a bag of potatoes without the bag." 

    "You're seeing it from the edge. It's more like a flat, thick donut about twenty miles wide," said April, "It's a bunch of the middle-sized stuff, packed around one of the suitcase nukes. The explosion ought to send it all flying in every direction but Earth's while Sara and I recharge near the center. Ready to see it pop?" 

    With a grinning glance at Doris, I said, "Sure! Fire when ready, ma'am." As April flew quickly toward the center of the mass of debris and positioned herself, Sara rather accusingly said, "Hey! You two have been screwing, haven't you?" 

    Sighing, Doris said, "How very perceptive of you. Yes, as a matter of fact, we have, indeed, been 'screwing'." 

    "Well, you could have included us! Here we are, alone in the cold depths of space, working our asses off, and there you are, banging like a couple of bunnies in heat..!" 

    In a weary tone, April muttered, "Oh, hell, Sara, that's all you ever think about," then the nearby center of the asteroid cluster became blindingly bright. 

    The ladies let us feel what they felt as they soaked up the rampant energy from the blast. Enervation combined with an overwhelming warmth to somehow produce within each of them a sense of vast, almost radiant power. A mile or so of the debris seemed to vanish, converted instantly to an expanding globe of plasma that surrounded the ladies and continued feeding them. 

    After some moments the globe faded and the view shifted. Some of the debris was quickly moving away from the point of explosion, dwindling with distance. 

    The view shifted again and it became apparent that not all of the debris was moving quickly. Those chunks that had been halfway or more toward the outer circumference of the disk were moving much more slowly, but they were definitely beginning to spread outward. 

    "It looks as if it worked!" said Doris. "Congratulations!" 

    "It was Dr. Carter's idea," said April. "Something to save a little time and energy. We bundled some of the closest big pieces and blew them apart. By the time the remnants get near Earth, they'll be so far apart they'll miss the planet entirely. Would you let him know his idea works?" 

    "Of course we will," said Doris. "Will you have enough nukes for all of them?" 

    "Almost," said April. "We'll still have to redirect a lot of them by hand, but not nearly as many." 

    "Damn it, now I'm horny as hell," said Sara. "Damn, damn, damn!" With a sigh, April said, "Later, people," and broke her link. Through Sara's eyes we saw April approaching, then Sara's link also ended. 

    "Huh," said Doris. "For all her noise about sharing sensual experiences, Sara was quick enough about closing her link." 

    "If you're feeling deprived, I could..." 

    Doris's beeper interrupted me. 

    Rolling her eyes, Doris swore softly, spread her arms, and looked heavenward as she dramatically asked, "Are you just dead set against me having a good time tonight?" 

    Shaking her head, she snatched her beeper off the night table and thumbed the ID button to both cancel the noise and send a 'received' signal. After checking the gadget's display, she went to the room's phone, rather viciously snatched the receiver off the cradle, and punched in a number. When someone answered, she said, "This is Abrams. 4114." I heard a guy say, "Handlon in commo, ma'am. You have two messages. Both are from people on your list." 

    "Damn," muttered Doris. "Okay. Read 'em back, please." 

    "Yes, ma'am. Rockhill's message says, 'We got one', and Hampton's --it came in about ten minutes later --says, 'Make that two'. Nothing else, ma'am." 

    Nodding as if he could see her, she said, "Thanks, Handlon," and hung up the phone. 

    Turning to me, she said, "Rockhill's down or Bill Hampton wouldn't have made the second call." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Just gimme a minute to get dressed." Doris held up a hand and said, "I'll call Hampton first. Maybe we can finish the evening." 

    Settling on the bed, I listened as she spoke to Hampton. He explained that their team of six had split to follow two terrorist leads at once in an apartment building. 

    Rockhill's group had taken two prisoners after a brief shootout --one wounded and one not --and a dropped gun had fired. The round had hit Rockhill, who was in good condition at Baylan Hospital. The wounded prisoner had died at the scene. 

    Hampton's group had also taken a prisoner in a raid on an apartment, but the guy hadn't put up much of a struggle. 

    "And," said Hampton, "Care to guess who our second prisoner is? A hint; he's third from the top on our list. We're going to pop the third lead later tonight. Can you get back here?" 

    When Doris glanced at me, I reached for my pants and gave her a querying look. She nodded to confirm my assumption and I got dressed as she wrapped up her call to Hampton. 

    As she headed for the bathroom with some clothes, she surprised me by saying, "All I need is a ride back to Dallas, Ed. I'd like you to come back here and keep Stella company." 

    "You're afraid she'll... want to leave?" 

    "You almost said 'try to escape', didn't you? No, I'd just prefer that you stay close to her until... for a while. I don't know how long." 

    "Gee, that'll be kind of a hardship, ma'am. Does the watchdog job come with extra pay?" 

    Doris's loud, theatrical sigh sounded even louder as it echoed off the bathroom walls. 

    She poked her head out long enough to say, "Ed, you'd lick her silly at the slightest opportunity, so don't give me any of that 'hardship' crap. Now get us a couple of flight suits while I get dressed." Saluting, I said, "Oh, yes, ma'am. Instantly, milady. By your command, your ladyship." 

    Ducking back into the bathroom, she said, "You're being a putz, Ed," and closed the door. 

    I yelled back, "Yes, ma'am! Absolutely, ma'am!" and called the commo office to file a flight plan, requisition flight suits, and find out where I could tank up on energy for the trip. 

    The woman told me to see Zalenski in Maintenance. I let Doris know where to find me, then left her room to visit mine and use my toothbrush on the way. Zalenski knew what I'd need; he'd provided booster charges for April, Sara, and enhancees often enough. He led me to a 220-volt breaker box and opened it to uncoil a set of heavy-duty jumper cables, which he handed me. After scribbling a short 'Back in a while' note for Stella, I gave the note to Zalenski to deliver to the commo office and sat down to soak up some energy. The inflow of electricity felt good. Real good. I suddenly felt empty and realized that was likely because my new capacities made my old capacities seem paltry, even though they'd been plenty for the old me. Doris arrived a few minutes later and I made room for her on the couch, then handed her one of the cables. She took off her watch and set it and her purse on the desk, then gripped the cable clamp and took my hand to complete the circuit. 

    Her gaze changed to one of surprise as she felt the current flow into her. 

    "Damn! All of a sudden it's as if... Ed, I feel like I used to when I hadn't eaten all day and sat down to a late dinner." I nodded. "When I hooked up, my gauge suddenly seemed to drop straight to the 'empty' mark, too. I think that's because my perception of 'full' has yet to adjust. Looks as if what happened in the shower may have adjusted your parameters, too." 

    Nodding, she said, "Sounds reasonable. But we don't have all night for this. How long do you think you'll need?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Hard to say. Can we spare another ten or fifteen minutes?" Leaning close, I whispered as if in confidence, "You really sucked it right out of me, ma'am. Drained me dry. I was probably lucky to survive at all, you know." 

    "Behave yourself or next time I'll finish the job. You wanted romance, so shut up and kiss me. The way things are shaping up, it's probably all you'll get for the rest of the weekend." 

Chapter Twenty-Four

    We chatted for the next ten minutes or so until Blair Dennis arrived with our flight suits and put them on the desk, eyeing the jumper cables and the breaker box as she leaned her skinny butt against the desk. At one time I'd thought she might be anorexic, but Doris had assured me she wasn't. 

    "I've seen you guys do this a dozen times," said Blair. "It still fascinates me that you can even hold onto the wires." She patted the flight suit on the left and said to me, "Bring this one back, Ed. It's Denise's." 

    "Will do. I didn't know she was here." 

    "She isn't, but she'll be back on Monday. What's up back in Big D that's worth cutting your visit short?" 

    Doris answered, "One of my guys is in the hospital. They busted a terrorist cell tonight and they're popping another one tomorrow morning. I want to be there for it." 

    Biting her lip, Blair said, "Oh. I'm sorry about..." 

    "Don't be. Sometimes things happen. Tonight's bust involved a few student radicals. Their cell was just one link in a chain we've been following. We can probably anticipate some real resistance tomorrow." Blair's eyebrow went up. "Uh, well, excuse me, Doris, but I'd call people with guns a form of 'real' resistance." 

    Chuckling, Doris said, "One of the perps was in the bathroom. He panicked and his gun went off when he dropped it. The round that hit Rockhill ricocheted off a toilet, went through a wall, sneaked under his vest, and pissed him off a lot more than it hurt him. Like I said, things happen." Whatever Blair might have been about to say was interrupted by Doris's beeper. Doris handed me the cable clamp she'd been holding and got up to go to her purse. She checked the beeper display and keyed it as before, then reached for the desk phone and dialed. 

    "Hi, Bill," she said. "What's up?" Bill Hampton's voice came to me faintly through the other noises in the room. 

    "Hi, Doris. Either we didn't get them all or there was a spotter. The Live Oak group bugged out just after we busted the Cedar Springs bunch. They blew up the apartment and hauled ass with two female hostages. At the moment they're heading downtown in a limo." 

    In a mildly incredulous tone, Doris grinned as she asked, "A limo, Bill? 

How'd they manage a limo?" 

    "The limo was letting people out at the apartment complex next door. They shot two guys and the driver and took the car and the women." I hung the cable clamps on their lugs and turned off the power as I listened to Hampton's report. Taking off my sneakers and putting my flight suit on over my clothes, I stuffed my sneakers into the front of my suit and reached for Doris's flight suit. 

    Hampton said, "I'm in a chopper and Huey and Davis are following them on the ground. Somebody in the limo called the limo company and said that they have bombs in the car. The limo company called the cops, who called the FBI, who put a negotiator on it. Now they're trying to reestablish contact with the limo." 

    Doris toed her shoes off and held up one foot, then the other, as I worked the flight suit up her lovely legs, rolling her skirt upward to form a shallow bundle around her waist. 

    "Any idea where they're heading?" she asked as I held the suit so she could slip her arms into it. 

    "Downtown's all we know at present. How soon do you think you'll be here?" When Doris glanced at me questioningly, I shrugged and said, "Five hundred miles. Fifteen minutes. Or less." 

    "What? Is he serious?" asked Hampton. 

    "I guess we'll find out," said Doris. "I'll call you back when we're over Dallas, Bill. Thanks." 

    As Doris put the phone down, Blair asked, "Fifteen minutes? Really?" 

    "Or less," I said. 

    Stuffing her shoes and purse into her flight suit, Doris said, "These suits are only rated to Mach 4, Blair. We don't want to arrive naked, so fifteen minutes will just have to do." 

    Doris led the way to the corridor which housed Sara's office and entered a code on a pad by what looked like a set of elevator doors. When they opened, there was no elevator. Some thirty feet above was a steel blast door. About the same distance below was another one. 

    I picked Doris up and launched toward the upper blast door, which snapped open ahead of us and closed just as quickly once we were past it. Three more blast doors allowed us passage before we reached the surface. Aiming us in the general direction of Dallas, I climbed to 20,000 feet before going supersonic and considered for a few minutes what we were likely to encounter in Dallas. 

    Linking to Doris, I asked, "Any ideas about what to do?" 

    "None yet. Not enough to go on. Presuming the terrorists have an actual destination in mind, I figure it's going to be a place to make a stand or set up a getaway. Can't think of much else that would make all this worthwhile. They could have stayed in the apartment if all they wanted was to die." 

    "They could be running for a hole; some pre-determined method of getting lost or hiding in downtown Dallas. What would that be if they can use something as visible as a limo to get there?" 

    She shrugged in my arms and sent, "A building. A parking garage, maybe." 

    "Okay, now what if they figure they're cornered rats and they're heading somewhere to make a statement? Maybe to blow themselves up with a bunch of other people at some crowded den of iniquity?" 

    "A nightclub? Could be. All the big-name clubs are in the West End, and they're heading that general direction." 

    Doris was silent for a few moments, then said, "Assume the worst and you'll never be disappointed. That philosophy seems to fit this situation." The elongated splash of lights that was Wichita Falls appeared below us and receded behind us as I answered her. 

    "Roger that. Now, what kind of bomb would it be?" Her answer was definite. "Something with a dead-man switch. The situation's too fluid to use a timer." 

    "Seems likely. How many bombs like that would they have? No way to know, but I'd say only one would be needed. They'd either all go up together or one would blow up and the others would use him as a distraction to try to escape. Does that sound about right?" 

    "To me, it does." Pointing ahead at a glow on the horizon, she asked, "Is that Dallas?" 

    "Dallas and Fort Worth. They'll start to separate a bit as we get closer." That they did, sort of. An oval-shaped blot of light became more apparent, then it seemed to widen as the amount of light from the center of the oval seemed to dim somewhat. 

    I slowed to subsonic for our arrival to avoid breaking every window for miles and aimed us at the 'golf ball' tower that had become the symbol of downtown Dallas as I dropped below five hundred feet and lined up our flight path with I-30. 

    "Why are we flying so low?" asked Doris. 

    "No lights. Look to the south. See those lights above US-80? That's a small plane that just took off from the Grand Prairie Airport. We can see them, but they can't see us." 

    "Oh. They don't look any higher than we are." 

    "That's because they're over two miles away." She nodded and looked ahead as we approached the golf ball tower above the mile-wide ditch that was the Trinity River flood control basin. The bare trickle of water at the center of it seemed vastly humorous to tourists unless they happened to visit in flood season, when the basin filled from brim to brim. 

    I selected a roof in the West End area and set us down on one that faced Pacific Street. If the limo hadn't taken a wrong turn, it would be visible on Pacific briefly when Live Oak ended in town and we could follow it from there. We peeled out of our flight suits and put on our shoes, then Doris called Bill Hampton on her cell phone. His update was brief; the terrorists wouldn't talk to the FBI negotiator and they were still moving on a course into town. 

    "What color is the limo?" I asked. 

    Doris raised an eyebrow, but asked Hampton. He said it was white. I pointed at a vehicle ten or so blocks away on Pacific. 

    "Like that one?" I asked. "The one some dummy's driving west on an eastbound one-way street?" 

    Hampton confirmed it when Doris gave the location. A small motion below caught my eye as we watched a few cop cars block off the west end of Pacific Street. Some guy took a drink from a paper bag in a warehouse doorway. Hopping over the edge of the roof, I dropped down and snatched his bagged bottle as I headed for the alley and flew two blocks up to peek around a building for the limo. 

    It was still several blocks away, moving cautiously toward the police barricades. I went around the block and stopped at the corner of another building to look again. 

    As the limo slowly ran the red light at the next intersection up the street, I staggered to the corner, pretended to take a long pull from the paper bag, and linked to Doris to let her see what I was seeing as I started into my intersection. 

    Making a deliberate misstep at the steep curb, I stumbled well into the street and fell down directly into the path of the oncoming limo, allowing my bagged bottle to shatter in the street as I clutched my knee and pretended to be in agony. 

    As if only then noticing the limo, I pretended to try to stand up and fail, then began dragging myself slowly toward the curb. The limo never swerved at all as it approached me. 

    The driver was grinning as he aimed the limo at me. A rear window on the right side lowered and an arm quickly extended to aim a pistol at me as I sat up facing the car. As the limo's front wheels ran over my legs the gun fired twice, both bullets impacting my chest as I reached for the rear wheel. My grip blew the tire as I wrenched the tire off the rim. Metal impacted concrete and the rim's edge flattened noticeably and grated on the pavement. The rear of the limo sagged and the entire car was roughly jarred with every revolution of the damaged rim. 

    The limo continued limping halfway through the intersection and stopped amid much shouting and cursing. Two cop cars following over a block away also stopped. A helicopter could be heard somewhere above, but I didn't see it. 

    "Well," said Doris, "I guess that was one way of stopping them. Now what?" 

    "They're diehards, ma'am. They won't waste a perfectly good bomb blowing up an empty street, will they? When they get out of the car..." 

    "What if you're wrong?" 

    "Then fix the street. Sending condolences for two is better than sending them for fifty or more." 

    "It wasn't your call, Ed." 

    In a flat tone, I said, "It was an opportunity, Doris, and nobody else thought of it." 

    I played dead, watching through slitted eyes as someone in the car looked back at me, then turned to say something that sounded fairly nasty in an Arabic-sounding language. 

    After what sounded like a lot of arguing, the limo doors on the right opened and a brunette woman in a yellow gown was forced out to stand by the car. 

    A bearded man got out to stand behind her with a gun to her head. After examining the wheel rim, he ordered her to strip. When she didn't begin quickly enough, he rapped the side of her skull with the pistol and bellowed at her. 

    She slowly reached behind her back for the zipper. The guy yelled something else at her and grabbed the back of her dress, then ripped it apart. As it fell around her feet, he yanked her sideways to make her step out of the puddle of cloth and kicked the dress away. 

    When nothing happened to the first guy, the door on the other side of the car opened and the undressing scene was generally repeated, this time with a blonde woman. 

    That made no sense to me. Did those morons think the cops would be any less inclined to shoot if the women were naked? Possibly. Religious nuts are known for lacking common sense. Or maybe the leader just wanted to see some naked women on his last night on Earth. 

    Keeping his back to the car and the blonde in front of him, the guy closed the car door and began edging around the limo to join the first guy. Did they intend to try to use the women as cover while they changed the tire? If so, that probably wouldn't work very well. Cop snipers are generally pretty good at what they do. 

    Once both women were shielding the right-side car door, a third man got out with a big briefcase handcuffed to his left hand and a pistol in the other. He stayed low or he wasn't very tall; I couldn't tell which until one of the others moved and I glimpsed a man who stood only about five-two or three. 

    The driver was the last to get out. He slid across the seat and exited the limo on the right, scurrying to get around and behind the women with the others. 

    Looking first around the vicinity, then at me, and then at the driver, the guy with the briefcase said something in a low, nasty tone and the driver began a wailing, whiny protest as he stepped back a pace and raised his hands in supplication. 

    Briefcase-guy fired once. The driver clutched his gut and buckled, then went to his knees, still wailing in a breathless manner. Briefcase-guy then aimed the pistol at the driver's temple and fired again. The bullet skipped off the concrete some distance away and shattered a storefront window as the back of the driver's head exploded. The driver fell backward and lay still. 

    Hm. So much for that thing about Muslims not killing fellow Muslims. Briefcase-guy looked at me again briefly, then put his pistol in a belt holster and set the briefcase on the car seat to open it and take out what looked like a black plastic pickle. 

    He closed the briefcase, then held the pickle up in his right hand to show the others and squeezed it dramatically as he said something in a ringing tone and held the pickle above his head, apparently offering it to the sky. The group then moved to the sidewalk, keeping the women on the street-side of their cluster as they moved toward the end of Pacific Street. I linked to Doris. 

    "Doris, have the two pursuit cars pull up and cover me when the crazies are about a block away from the limo. I want to get underway unnoticed." 

    "Okay. I'll..." 

    The limo exploded in a terrific ball of flame and shredded bits of car. As the shock wave tossed me toward the sidewalk, I took the opportunity to redirect myself around the corner of the building and flew back down the alley. 

    In a dry tone, Doris said, "Well, I guess that must have been the bomb that you didn't think they'd waste." 

    "Yeah, yeah," I said, peeking around a corner at the group from the limo. 

"Forget the cover. I'm out of the street now." They watched the car blow up for a moment, then briefcase-guy got them moving again, across the intersection and further down the sidewalk. The women seemed almost stunned, moving rather dazedly as the guys holding their arms yanked them along. The terrorists proceeded in single-file. Briefcase-guy was in the middle, between the other two terrorists and behind both women at any given time. 

    One guy had his gun at the brunette's head pretty much all the time while the other kept his gun aimed ahead of them. I tossed a tiny bit of broken curb to rattle across the street and the rear guy began aiming his gun back up the sidewalk instead of at the woman's head. 

    Fine enough. No time like the present. 

    Remaining barely subsonic, I flew at the group, slapping the gun out of the rear guy's hand and backhanding his head as I bulled between him and the brunette. 

    Grabbing briefcase-guy's right hand, I kept a grip on it as I used him to body-slam the lead guy away from the blonde. The lead guy let go of the woman, bounced off the building, and hit the pavement hard, but he rolled out of his tumble and came up aiming his gun at us. 

    For a moment he aimed at me, then he aimed at the blonde and almost screamed, "Stop or she dies!" 

    I simply sidestepped to cover her with briefcase-guy and flew us at the gunner. His pistol fired and I heard briefcase-guy grunt as he jerked hard. I didn't bother swatting the gun out of his hand; wrapping my left arm around the shooter's throat, I lifted fast and squeezed hard. 

    There was a loud snapping, then a crunching sound before my forearm met my bicep. I let the shooter drop from about fifty feet up and turned my attention to briefcase-guy. 

    His terror-filled stare turned to a determined glare as he hung from my grip on his right fist. Without a word, he began flailing at me with the briefcase. 

    That had no effect on me and only dragged more wire out of the briefcase, so he tried to grab that wire and yank it free. The wire was too long; there was too much slack and he had no good leverage. 

    When he couldn't swing the briefcase far enough to snap the wire, he grabbed my other hand and began trying to swing his feet up to snag the wire, an activity that seemed likely to succeed sooner or later. Blocking his attempts to kick the wire, I got a grip on his other arm and aimed us at the Trinity Ditch, staying barely subsonic until we were hovering above the bank of the thin ribbon of water between the embankments. The guy stared uncomprehendingly up at me for a moment, then his shocked gaze moved to his right wrist, which had separated and stretched considerably when I'd accelerated. 

    "Okay," I said. "My clothes are already fucked up, so go ahead and set off the bomb, asshole." 

    Whatever he screamingly gabbled at me wasn't English and might not have been comprehensible in any case. His thrashing left foot snagged the wire and he stomped down hard. 

    The world turned bright and noisy and a big hand slapped me skyward. When I stopped my tumbling and looked down, I saw that the buildings looked rather small and that I was again naked due to an explosion. I was also clutching briefcase-guy's right fist in my hand. 

    "That's twice in one day I've had my clothes blown off," I sent to Doris as I looked down at myself. "I'm gonna send you the bill for those sneakers, ma'am." 

    "Don't even think about it. I know you got them on Sara's tab. Are you through admiring yourself?" 

    Heading back toward 'shore', I said, "Hey! It was for your benefit, lady." Doris returned flatly, "Oh, thank you so much, sir. I'm just all a-twitter now." 

    "Great. Just the effect I wanted. You still on that roof?" 

    "No. I jumped down right after you took off. I'll meet you by the squad cars." 

    "Okay. See if you can round up an evidence bag. I'm bringing you a souvenir." 

    "A what?" 

    I let her see briefcase-guy's pickle-clutching right fist. Doris gagged, then muttered, "Uh, yes. Right. An evidence bag," and broke the link. 

    Checking the roof where I'd left Doris, I saw no flight suits, so I landed next to her as she spoke to a couple of uniformed cops and two guys in department store suits. 

    The blonde and the brunette were sitting in the back of a police car, wrapped in blue blankets as they spoke with cops. They stopped talking and stared hard at me, which stirred me a bit and caused me to hurry my presentation. 

    "Who's got the baggie?" I asked, holding out the messy remains of briefcase-guy's hand to the staring group. 

    One of the cops hurriedly opened a big ziplock baggie and held it wide open as I dropped the hand into it, then he zipped it shut as I turned to Doris. 

    "Those ladies are staring at me, ma'am. I need to get out of here before I start pointing at them, y'know?" 

    She grinningly handed me the flight suits. I took them with my relatively clean hand and said, "Thanks," as I lifted. 

    Linking to me, she asked, "Where are you off to, Ed?" 

    "The farm. I want a bath and a beer before I head back." 

    "You don't need to recharge?" 

    "Doesn't feel like it. If I do, I'll holler." 

    "Okay. Later, then." 

    "Goodnight, milady. Be creative with the paperwork." 

    "Oh, absolutely. Goodnight, Ed." 
Chapter Twenty-five

    The low-level flight to the farm took all of two minutes or so. Lights in the house were on and I could see Brenda and Frank sitting by the table in the cone of light near the end of the pier. As I descended I could see they were drinking beer and appeared to be as naked as me. 

    Wadding the flight suits tightly to keep water out, I swooped low to drag myself through the water of the pond and make a high roostertail, then landed on the end of the pier as I checked to see if any terrorist muck still clung to me. 

    The big white household cat, Stephanie, came running out onto the pier to greet me and jumped on the table to soak up some attention as I said, "Hi, guys. Got another beer left, or is this a strictly private party?" 

    "It was private, you showoff," said Brenda, watching me shake out the flight suits. "But I guess it doesn't have to stay that way. Grab a beer and tell us why you aren't wearing one of those fancy suits." 

    "It's a long story," I said, pulling an Ice House out of the cooler by the table, "But it boils down to needing a bath before I put any clothes on. Things got messy in Dallas tonight." 

    "Messy?" asked Brenda. "You don't look all that messy to me. What happened?" 

    "Something blew up right in front of me. Could be I'm not really all that dirty after buzzing the pond, but I still feel as if I need a bath." As I drank some beer, Frank said, "Ed, Brenda told me some of what you told her before you left." 

    Eyeing the two of them, I asked, "Is there a problem?" After a moment, Frank said, "We're going to spend a couple of weeks at Padre Island and kind of get to know each other again. Away from the everyday stuff." 

    Nodding, I said, "Sounds great." 

    Nakedness and beer and chatting aside, I sensed a certain tenseness about Frank that Brenda didn't seem to share. He seemed to be peering at me and she simply seemed to be looking at me. There's a difference. I asked, "Are you sure there's no problem, Frank? I wasn't trying to butt into your lives, you know. She asked me what I thought and I told her. That's all." 

    He nodded somewhat tightly and said, "Yeah. You told her you'd bang her

'till she walks funny if you could." 

    "Correction: if she were single and enhanced." I glanced at Brenda and said, "That was privileged information, ma'am." She shrugged as Frank tapped a ring on his beer bottle to recapture my attention and asked, "Why'd you say something like that to my wife, Ed?" With another glance at Brenda, I sighed and said, "Because right then she needed to hear something like that and be able to believe it, Frank." I glanced at Brenda's legs and added, "And because it's the truth. You have a great woman here, Frank, but if you neglect her, someone will try to take her away from you sooner or later. She may not go, but they'll damned sure try." 

    For a long few moments Frank simply glared at me, then he said, "If you were a normal man, I think I could take you." 

    Ruffling Stephanie's chin, I asked, "Would it help the situation any, Frank?" 

    "It might." 

    "Doubtful. I was honest with Brenda and now I'm being honest with you. All she wanted was to hear that she's still attractive. I said it. I meant it. No harm done. Nothing else happened. Nothing else could happen, and you know it. I was a safe bet for an honest male opinion. That's it." Finishing my beer, I put the bottle in the trash bag by the cooler and added, "And that's about all I have to say on the matter, so thanks for the beer and goodnight, all." 

    Giving Stephanie a last few pats, I lifted away from the pier. I heard a chair scoot and looked back. Brenda gave Frank a long, silent look, then dove into the water and backstroked beyond the edge of the cone of light. Oh, well. At least the pond I'd caused to be dug so long ago was getting some use. As I settled by my barn-apartment door, I heard a yowl and looked across the yard to see Stephanie running full-bore toward me. She hopped up onto the porch and skidded to a stop by the door, her tail straight up as she sounded off again. 

    "Gee, I thought you were their cat, ma'am." Stephanie rubbed herself against my legs and ended the figure-eight maneuver where she could be the first one through the door. Looking up at me, she yelled at me to hurry up and open the door for her. 

    "Yes, ma'am. As you command, milady. Opening the door for you now, ma'am." I did so, and Stephanie bolted into the apartment as I flicked on the lights and followed. Once inside, she hopped onto the coffee table and yelled at me again. I tossed the flight suits on the couch and patted her as I headed for the kitchen. 

    Following closely, Stephanie waited impatiently as I opened the fridge, removed the milk, made a production of locating a proper dish and pouring a small amount of milk into it, replaced the milk in the fridge, and finally set the dish on the floor beneath one of the dining table chairs. While Stephie sampled her milk, I stepped into the shower. At some point she came into the bathroom and sat on the sink counter, watching me through the translucent curtains as if I were doing something fascinating. Well, maybe I was, as a cat might view voluntarily standing under a spray of water. When I parted the curtains and said, "Hi, there," she yelled back at me and stood up. When I let the curtain shut, she sat back down and continued to watch. 

    She jumped down and approached me when I stepped out of the shower, but I was apparently too distastefully wet to suit her. She sat down to wait as I dried myself, then followed me as I went to get fresh clothes. Once I was dressed, I made myself a coffee and sat down on the couch, shoving the flight suits out of the way. Stephie hopped up and sniffingly examined me, then stepped into my lap and wadded herself to fit properly. Looking up, she said something that seemed to have a note of finality. 

    "I'm not allowed to get up until you do?" 

    Having been addressed, she replied, "Yahhh." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, let's see what's on TV, then." At the sound of the TV coming on, she adjusted herself so she could see better. None of the animal shows seemed to interest her. I flipped channels until the SciFi channel came up. 

    Something flashed across the screen, followed by two smaller streaks. Missiles, apparently, homing in on the ship that was approaching some planet in the distance. 

    The ship jinked and dodged, but the missiles arced around and came after it again as it headed straight for the planet's atmosphere. As the ship's hull heated and began to glow, so did the missiles begin to glow. Scene shift: The stressed, helmet-shrouded face of a human woman appeared and she rather tensely said, "Stinger Three, I'm betting they can't take as much heat as I can. If this doesn't work, you know who to call." A man replied, "Roger that, Stinger Two," and in a lower tone that was almost a whisper, he added, "I love you, Marla. Please don't screw this up, okay?" 

    Her expression changed to one of open-mouthed surprise at his words. Tears glistened, then trickled down her cheeks as she focused on her instruments for another long few moments, then screamed, "Noowww!" and pulled the joystick deep into her lap. The agonizing strain of the abrupt maneuver was evident in her face. 

    Scene shift: The tiny-appearing glowing arrowhead that was her ship was deep within the atmosphere. It suddenly arced upward in a manner that would make any real pilot watching the show cringe with sympathetic g-force agony. Both missiles tried to follow her, but were too slow to change course. One of the missiles exploded below the ship, engulfing the other missile and sending a shockwave after the little ship as it clawed its way back toward open space. 

    That massive shockwave quickly overtook the little ship, flinging her completely out of the atmosphere to tumblingly sail into the blackness beyond. The view again shifted to the cockpit; the dazed pilot was being shaken and battered horrendously as she fought to control the ship and failed. Her helmet was suddenly slammed backward; her eyes closed and she went limp. Stephanie's claws dug into my leg. I looked down and saw her staring intently at the screen, the hackles on her neck and back rising slightly. Patting them down, I said, "It's only a movie, Steph." She glanced up at me as if to say, "I know that, dammit!" then returned her intent gaze to the screen, where two similar small ships pulled up on either side of Marla's and used tractor beams to stop her tumbling. After many anxious calls a deep, harsh intake of air was heard and the scene shifted into the cockpit again, where Marla was awakening, apparently realizing with much surprise and no small amount of pain that she was still alive. 

    Checking her instruments, she tapped a few buttons and looked out the windows at her charred wings and the ships to either side of her. The other pilots waved to her with big smiles. Marla nodded and waved back somewhat distractedly. 

    "I'm alive," she whispered to herself. "I made it." 

    "Yeah, I know that feeling," I muttered. Stephanie briefly glanced up at me again. 

    "You sure did, honey!" yelled the guy in Stinger Three, obviously happy as hell. "The missiles blew right behind you! You were right! They couldn't handle it!" 

    "Stinger Three, stop yelling," said another woman's voice. "Stinger One, report." 

    Some guy said, "Stinger One, Commander. Six and Nine were hit. No survivors. Four's out one engine, but he'll make it back. The Raxians lost nine fighters and have disengaged." 

    That's when Doris sent a link request. 

    I opened the link for her and said, "Hi, there." 

    "Hi, yourself. How would you feel about sticking around until tomorrow morning?" 

    "If it was your idea, you'd be telling me to stick around, not asking how I felt about it. What's up?" 

    "Andrews saw the hand you turned in and wants to hear your story about how you acquired it." 

    "What did you tell him?" 

    "That the guy blew himself up while you were trying to keep him from blowing himself up, of course." 

    "Good enough. Is Andrews still there?" 

    "He is." 

    "Is he trying to give you --us --a hard time?" 

    "He is." 

    "Then I'll call him now." 

    "He'll want it in writing, Ed." 

    Sighing, I said, "Well, then, he can take some fucking notes, ma'am. Since when do we report to him, anyway?" 

    "His people are working with us, Ed. Shared info. He's not in a good mood at the moment. Only one of the terrorists survived and he's damned near a nobody in the group. Andrews is bent out of shape about the lack of prisoners." 

    "He's a politician, Doris. If he's bent about anything, it's that he doesn't have anything to carry back to his masters. Woof, woof. Fetch, and all that. He doesn't have any more or less than anyone else. Too bad, so sad. Let him wait for the forensics report and fingerprint ID's like everybody else." Doris sighed and said, "Call him at extension 213, Ed." 

    "213. Got it." 

    "At least try to be polite, okay? If only to prevent other problems for everybody else involved?" 

    "Yeah, I hear you, Doris. Okay. Polite it is." The movie credits scrolled up the screen. Well, damn. I'd have to watch the movie again someday to see how things worked out between Miz Marla and Stinger Three. 

    Stephanie voiced her objections as I moved her off my lap to go get the portable phone. When I returned to the couch, she returned to my lap and settled in as I dialed. 

    Andrews answered with, "Hold one," then, "Andrews here." Uh, huh. He'd checked the caller ID list to see if I was someone he'd want to talk to. 

    "Ed here. Doris said you wanted to hear how I wound up with an extra hand and I can't stick around for breakfast. Got a tape on this line?" 

    "You're in town now, aren't you? Why can't you be here in the morning, too?" 

    "'Cause I have to be back at the lab tonight. Got a tape?" 

    "Damn it," he muttered as he rummaged in his desk, then he said, "Hold one. Okay, it's blank. Just a minute." 

    I heard him put the cassette in a recorder and close the compartment, then press a button and say, "Test, test, test," and play it back. After more pressings of buttons, he stated the date, time, and a case number, then said, "Okay. Go ahead. And state your name, agency, and number first." 

    "I know the drill," I said, and introduced myself for the tape, then said, 

"The guy holding the detonator tried to break the wire and set off his bomb in the middle of Pacific Street, so I flew him out over the Trinity ditch, where he managed to break the wire and blow himself up. His hand survived the explosion because I was holding it. I, um... 'handed' it over to a uniform with an evidence bag when I landed. That's it." 

    "What do you mean, 'that's it'?" 

    "I mean 'that's it', Andrews. I don't know who he was, where he came from, or anything else about him except that he and the others spoke some kind of Arabic. At least there'll be a good set of fingerprints to work from, right?" 

    "You think that turning in a man's hand is funny?" 

    "Under those circumstances? Yeah, I do, but I was actually suggesting that you should maybe fax the prints to Interpol and the FBI while your guys look around in the flood basin." 

    After a brief pause, he said, "Don't even presume to think you can tell me how to conduct an investigation, Ed." 

    "Then stop asking me what I think, 'cause you know I'll tell you. You have one live terrorist, two dead ones, the guns they used, what's left of the limo, traces of explosives, two women who were in the car with them, a bunch of witnesses, and --quite literally --a handful of the honcho's fingerprints. Why the hell would you need me for anything?" There was silence on the line for a moment, then Andrews said a bit too conversationally, "Yes, you're absolutely right, Ed. You're of absolutely no use to this investigation at all," and I heard him press one of the recorder's buttons, then drop the recorder in a drawer and shove the drawer shut. 

    "Hey, Andrews," I said. 

    "What?" he snapped. 

    "I wasn't trying to give you a hard time. When you cool down, you'll see I'm right. If you want useable info about those guys, questioning me is a total waste of time." 

    "I'd prefer to decide what is or isn't a waste of time concerning my investigations. If you have nothing more to say, just say goodbye." 

    "Roger that. Goodbye." 

    He hung up. I set the phone down and glanced at the TV. Some show about a guy who claimed to be able to 'talk to the dead' was about to come on, so I turned off the TV. 

    I sent a link request to Doris. When she answered, I asked her how Andrews had taken my call. 

    "Could have been worse, I guess," she said. "Are you still at the farm?" 

    "Yup. Stephanie needed some lap time. She tackled me on the couch and held me down." 

    "She's the white longhair, isn't she? The one who likes to help you catch fish?" 

    "The very one," I said, sending Doris a view of Stephie as I petted her. 

    "Well, pet her a few times for me, too. Are you going to pick up your backpack before you head for the lab?" 

    "Hadn't thought about it. Guess I could, if it's in your way." Doris laughed. "I just thought you might need your coffee binky to get through another day at the lab." 

    "Nah. I'll survive, I guess. On the other hand, if I dropped by, we could lock your office door and..." 

    "The hell we could. Not here, Ed. Never here. Especially not after what happened in the shower today." 

    "You're getting to be no fun at all, ma'am." 

    "And you can blow that right out your ass, sir. Are you coming by or not? 

I have to wrap things up for the night." 

    "Nah. Guess not. I'll get by." 

    "Good for you. You might consider getting underway, too. Do you know what time it is?" 

    "A little late? Sort of late? Very late?" 

    "Close enough. If you plan to get any sleep tonight, you'd better get moving. Ed, someone's at the door and I have to help Marcie close up. Bye for now." 

    "Okay. Holler later." 

    "Will do." She paused and quietly added, "Ed, it's been one helluva day, hasn't it?" 

    I laughed and said, "Yeah, that seems to cover it pretty well, Doris. A helluva day." 

    "I just... yeah. A helluva day. Goodnight, Ed." As I petted Stephanie, I said, "Goodnight, Doris." When my coffee was gone, I thoroughly disgruntled Stephie by moving her off my lap and taking my cup to the kitchen. Rinsing my cup and her milk dish, I set them in the dishwasher and returned to the couch to put on one of the flight suits as Stephie watched. She knew what was coming next. After stuffing my golf shoes and the other flight suit into the front of the one I was wearing, I began our parting ritual by reaching for Stephie without sitting down. 

    "Sorry, lady. I gotta go out, so you gotta go out, too." Cats seem able to go absolutely limp and make themselves heavier when they don't want to go along with a program. Stephie became as limp as a wet rag except for her claws, all of which found firm anchorage in the fabric of the couch. 

    When I lifted her, the center couch cushion came up with her, as usual. I had to gently disengage each of her claws as Stephie complained bitterly, then I had to take a moment to soothe her poor little feline feelings before stepping onto the porch and locking the apartment door. 

    Neither Frank nor Brenda were in sight on the pier and the water was absolutely quiet, so I figured they must have gone in for the night. Flying with Stephie to the house, I set her down on the steps and gave her another few strokes, then said goodbye and lifted into the night. Stephie sat down and sounded off as she watched me go, also as usual. Our ritual was complete. 
Chapter Twenty-six

    By the time I'd reached 500 feet and begun my journey to leave D/FW's airspace, I knew that --loss of sleep or not --I was in no particular hurry. The cool night air and the almost total silence as I drifted above Dallas was a refreshing change from a day of constant noise and motion. 

    'Eighty-seven thousand,' I thought, remembering my best speed of the day and doing the math in my head to divide that number by thirty-two hundred, 

'That's... twenty-five... six... seven? Yeah, about twenty-seven times faster than my best speed before I got nuked.' 

    It seemed unbelievable, but Doris had recorded the numbers on her screen as she'd more or less coached me up the scale. Did that same twenty-seven times apply across the board? Likely so, since previous multiplications had. After bonding with April, Sara, and Doris, both my strength and speed had tripled. 

    Before the blast, I'd been able to lift almost thirty tons into the air, although I couldn't hold it for longer than about two minutes. If the same

'27x' equation held, I should now be able to haul around eight hundred tons off the ground. Damn. 

    But how to find out? What the hell would weigh about eight hundred tons that wouldn't come apart in my hands if I tried to lift it? Offhand, I couldn't think of anything that had the right weight or that would be likely to survive a test-lift. 

    I shelved that line of thought for the moment and considered some of April's other powers that hadn't seemed to migrate to me very well with my enhancement. 

    Heat vision. Even after I'd finally discovered the mental connection to make it work at all, I hadn't been able to melt or cut even the softest metals for more than a few minutes. 

    April had said that heat vision was the most energy-squandering ability and that my extremely limited power reserves simply hadn't been able to support it well, but it seemed likely that was no longer the case. As I drifted over the intersection of Loop 12 and I-30, I spotted a tire on the side of the road and descended. It was a rather ratty-looking car tire on a rusty steel rim. Someone had apparently changed a flat and left it there rather than pay a tire disposal fee. 

    Picking it up, I prepared to rip the tire off the rim, but was interrupted by a pickup truck that pulled off the road and slid to a stop a few feet from me. 

    Squinting to see past the headlights, I saw two people in the truck, a man and a woman. She stayed in the truck as the guy got out and came toward me. Something about his gait and posture told me he was armed, but his hands were empty and I didn't see anything on his belt. 

    He grinningly said, "We were coming off the loop and saw you standing here. Thought you might be having trouble. Musta been one hell of an accident if that's all you got left." 

    Returning his grin, I said, "Nah. I just found it here." Looking around, then eyeing my flight suit, he asked, "What's that outfit all about? You trying to make sure people see you out here? Walking along the Interstate'll get you busted for sure, y'know." 

    "Yeah, I know. No problem." 

    His expression told me that 'no problem' hadn't been what he'd expected to hear as he responded, "Uh, well, look here, we're heading west, if it'll do you any good." 

    Shaking my head, I said, "No thanks, I'm okay. Good of you to offer, though." 

    Again I started to rip the tire off the rim, but he said, "Hey, look, you can't just wander along the Interstate, sir." 

    'Sir?' Hm. He was likely a cop of some kind. 

    When I looked up from the tire, his left hand was holding an open wallet to show me a badge and ID as he said, "I'm with the Dallas PD. I'm off duty and I'm not trying to give you a hard time, okay? I just want to get you off the Interstate. You got any ID on you?" 

    Meeting his gaze, I said, "Yeah, I have ID. Hang on a minute, okay?" and yanked the tire off the rim. 

    The tire separated from the rim with a ripping sound and a loud snapping noise and I tossed it to one side. The cop yelled and made a fairly impressive leap backward as he reached behind his back to produce a Glock pistol. 

    "Take it easy," I said, eyeing the rim as I decided whether to try to melt it or just cut it in half. 

    Behind him, the truck passenger door quickly opened and I saw and heard his lady rack a pump shotgun. Using the truck door for cover, she aimed at me through the open window. 

    "Dan," she said tightly, "You're in the way. Move left." He took two sidelong steps to his left and equally tightly said, "I'd like to see that ID now, sir." 

    "Stand by one, okay?" 

    "No, sir. It's not okay..." he began, but I turned slightly away from him and started my experiment anyway. 

    Focusing on a small spot at the edge of the rim, I turned on my heat vision. Twin red beams made the spot glow. I cranked up the power --with a bit of caution, not certain what would happen --and the beams became bluish-white, then punched through both flanges of the rim almost instantly. Spatterings of hot metal sprayed across the pavement. 

    Turning somewhat more away from the cop to keep him from being splattered, I said, "Sorry 'bout that," and haltingly moved my focal point in a more or less straight line to the center of the rim, continuing the cut through the other side. 

    The whole cutting process took maybe fifteen seconds and seemed not to tax me at all. That was a real surprise, since I'd only soaked up about fifteen minutes of 220 current at the lab. 

    On other occasions, using my heat vision at full power for more than a few seconds had left me feeling washed-out tired. As I sliced through the last of the rim, I wondered where the hell all this energy was coming from. Before, I'd always had some sense of how full or empty my reserves had been. It suddenly occurred to me that I no longer had any functional idea at all of what my abilities or my energy capacities might be. When I held half a tire rim in each hand, I turned to face the cop, wadded the rim pieces together into a rather raggedy ball of steel, and handed the ball toward the cop. 

    He didn't take it, preferring to keep his distance and keep me covered in wide-eyed wonder. I dropped the crude ball on the pavement. It rolled a few inches and wobbled to a stop. 

    "Thanks for not shooting," I said. "Good night." Launching upward, I aimed myself at the lights of Fort Worth and set forth at perhaps twice the speed of the traffic below, still in no particular hurry as I considered matters. 

    Deeper pockets hold more stuff, that's all. My energy pockets were a helluva lot deeper now. I hadn't really felt a need to recharge since the nuke; I'd simply done so on general principles, as always before a long flight. 

    Could be that I was still a long way from empty and just couldn't tell anymore. Or, conversely, it could be that I was running on fumes and just didn't realize it. 

    Below me, a few miles west of the 19th Street exit from I-30, I saw the spot where I'd first encountered April over five years ago. From the air it was possible to identify the area where the crater she'd made had been; the concrete was a different color and some of the roadside vegetation seemed very slightly different somehow. 

    Sending her a link request, I said, "April?" 

    "Yes, Ed?" 

    "This is just a nostalgia call. Here's a picture." I sent her a view of the highway below. 

    "See that splotch of newer-looking concrete about fifty feet wide? This is where we first met. You sure made your mark on the world that night, lady." Laughing, she said, "Yeah, I guess I did." Including Sara in our link, she asked, "Why are you in DFW? Where's Doris?" 

    "Something came up, so I flew her back to Dallas. I just got away a little while ago. Now I'm heading back to the lab." 

    "What happened?" asked Sara. 

    Getting underway again, I sent them my memories of events from the time Doris received Handlon's message to the time I delivered the hand and left Doris with the cops. 

    "That's about it," I said. "Now she wants me to go back and stick close to Stella for a while." 

    "For a while?" asked Sara. 

    As I reached the far side of Tarrant County, I boosted my speed to barely subsonic and said, "She didn't specify how long, and if Stella wants to leave the lab, I don't have any orders to stop her." 

    "Do you think she'll cooperate?" 

    "She already has. She donated blood today and she'll be telling her life story tomorrow, I think." 

    It occurred to me that they didn't know much about my further

'enhancement' due to the nuke, so I said, "Got some other news, too. Doris clocked me at eighty-seven thousand while I was running off all that extra power today." 

    After a brief pause, April asked, "That's over twenty times your previous best, isn't it?" 

    Huh. She knew exactly what my previous best had been. 

    "Yes'm, I think it's up in that neighborhood. I might be a little stronger now, too. Sara, I'd like to spend some time in your enhancee evaluation room later." 

    "No problem, Ed, that's what it's for. Just don't break anything, okay?" 

    "Yeah, right. Like I could. Thanks. When I get to the lab, I'll probably stop at the snack bar. Is anyone interested?" 

    "Yeah!" said Sara. "Send up some coffee and donuts, willya? April, do you want to order anything?" 

    "Same for me," said April, then she asked, "Ed, what haven't you told us?" I pretended to quickly review matters, then said, "Oh, yeah, there is something else. I may have shared whatever's changed about me with Doris in the shower. She said her perceptions of 'full' and 'empty' seemed different while we were recharging for the trip to Dallas." 

    "Like after the bonding," April mused. "Has she shown any signs of further enhancement?" 

    "Well, none that I've noticed, but she hasn't really had any opportunities for discovery since the shower." 

    Unlike the ladies, I tend not to fly in a completely prone position relative to my direction of flight. That requires looking straight up all the time in order to see where I'm going. Unless I'm in a damned big hurry, I prefer to fly only sharply inclined in the direction I want to go, even though it tends to increase resistance somewhat. 

    "Sara," I said, "If I designed a simple two-seat airframe, would you let your gizmo guys help me streamline it?" 

    "You'd have to find volunteers and it would have to be a spare-time project." 

    "Good enough, ma'am, but you might want to think about passenger comfort. We carry people now and then and a capsule would..." 

    "Yeah, okay. Talk to Darrin Culp. He designed the new bats. But just give him the idea and let him get to it when he can, okay? He already has a full plate." 

    "Will do. Thanks." 

    "Heads up," said April. "We're about to use another nuke." She sent me a view of another rock-cluster donut as she neared the center. Sara flitted into view maybe two hundred yards away on the other side of the dull metal suitcase. 

    About five seconds passed, then the blackness turned blindingly bright and the ladies instantly felt supercharged even as they strained against the forces that tried to toss them across the galaxy. 

    "Good news," said Sara, watching the debris field expand away from her position, "At this rate, we aren't going to be stuck out here for more than another week." 

    "Things seem to be going better than anyone expected," said April, "But don't spread that around for the moment, just in case we've overlooked anything out here." 

    "No problem," I said. "I'm going to hang up now, ladies. I'll holler back when I'm in the lab and have some coffee and donuts to beam up to you." We said our goodbyes and dropped our links, and for the next few minutes I had my head all to myself as I neared the lab and used Sara's bolt-hole rather than the ramp. 

    At the small, stainless steel kiosk a few yards from the hole, I lifted the cover and tapped in my code to let the automatic sensors above the blast doors know that I wanted in. 

    There was a beep and a blue console light came on. I closed the cover and stepped into the hole, and as I dropped past the sensors, the blast doors twenty feet below me snapped open to let me pass. 

    I stopped my descent and pushed the button on the wall near a set of exit doors marked 'three'. As I stepped through the doorway the guard at the desk by the elevators nodded and used his phone to confirm my arrival. After turning in the flight suits at level three's admin office, I headed for the snack bar. Two people I didn't know were sitting a few tables away from the counter, talking about something to do with particle physics. Both looked up as I passed and we all nodded silent greetings, but they showed no particular interest in me and that was fine with me at that moment. As I chose a few donuts to go with my coffee, I considered something I'd learned about the same time I'd entered the Army; nobody ever needs to know your total capacities. Always keep a little in reserve for emergencies. That hadn't really been possible before; to help me understand how much I'd changed after my enhancement, there had been various tests, and to help me get a firm, immediately useful grip on my new abilities, there had been training. Lots of training. 

    Now, however, I was no longer a newbie enhancee. I could test myself on the machinery in the training rooms and decide exactly how much to reveal concerning my abilities. 

    For the sake of getting some sack time before dawn, I put my thoughts on hold and rang up the ladies. As always, pleasing them --even by so simple a thing as sharing coffee and pastries --pleased me, and I let them know it. Sara snickered and said, "Just wait 'till we get back and start paying back all these donuts you're sending us, mister." 

    "And coffee," I reminded her. "Your other favorite thing." April laughed and asked if I wanted to stick around another half hour or so to watch another nuke. I demurred. 

    "Nah. Sorry, ma'am. If you've seen one nuke blast in deep space, you've seen 'em all. It's already Sunday and I'm ready to try to get a few hours of sleep before dawn." 

    After we unlinked, I topped off the coffee and headed for my room with the comics section from an Albuquerque newspaper that someone had left in the snack bar. Halfway through the funnies I drifted off to sleep. My room phone woke me at half past nine. I put off reaching for it as I cleared my head through another couple of rings. Odd. I felt as if I had a slight hangover as I pulled the top off Saturday night's coffee and picked up the phone. 

    Fearing that I might fry the foam cup, I very gently applied some heat vision to the dead center of the coffee as I said, "Hello." The coffee began to steam almost instantly, so I quickly shut down that effort. 

    "Hi, Ed," said Stella. "I let you sleep in. Thought you might need it after yesterday." 

    "You thought right, milady, and thanks. What's on your agenda this morning?" 

    "Somebody named Baxter has me from ten to noon. I'm supposed to tell him my life story in two hours." 

    Sipping my coffee, I chuckled and said, "So abbreviate a little. He'll probably never know the difference. Wanna borrow my vampire fangs and give him a little scare?" 

    Laughing, she asked, "Why do you have vampire fangs?" 

    "I was an extra in some low-budget German movies during my checkered youth. We got to keep some of the props." 

    "Thanks, but I'll pass. Will you be available for lunch?" 

    "You're kidding, right? I got lost in your lovely eyes, ma'am. For you, I'd be available all day. All weekend. Just gimme a minute to brush my teeth and spiff up some." 

    Stella laughed again and said, "No, don't hurry. I won't be free until noon or so and I still have to find Baxter's office. Do you know where it is?" 

    "No, but I'll find out, milady. Or I can meet you at the dining room around noon. Your choice." 

    "The dining room," she said as I sipped more coffee. "If either of us is late, the other won't starve. Good enough?" 

    "Good 'nuff. See you there." 

    "Okay. Bye for now." 

    "Bye, Stella." 

    She hung up and I put my phone back on its cradle. Since I was up, I might as well have breakfast and check out Sara's toy room. Would she have something that could measure eight hundred tons or so of pressure? 

    As I stood and stretched, it seemed a good idea to see about charging up first. Would Zalenski's office have anything stronger than a 220-volt line? 

    Likely so; April and Sara sometimes tanked up before leaving the lab. The low-power hookup Doris and I had used was probably only for boosting enhancees. 

    Whups. Wait one. It's Sunday. Zalenski would be gone for the weekend. Melanie Rook? Maybe. She'd just inherited Sara's throne for the duration, so she might be in to study the job. 

    After a quick breakfast that I shared with the ladies, I headed for Sara's office and found it empty and locked. Hm. Okay, down to Zalenski's office, then. 

    The blonde at the maintenance office desk looked up as I walked in. I only vaguely recognized her as someone I'd seen around the lab on occasion. 

    "May I help you, sir?" 

    "Is Zalenski on duty today?" 

    "No, sir. May I help you?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "I don't know. Can you show me where April and Sara charge up?" 

    Her left eyebrow went up. 

    "Enhancees don't use that facility, sir. That amount of power would be dangerous for an enhancee." 

    Meeting her gaze, I asked, "Do you know who I am?" Probably thinking I was about to pull rank on her, the blonde's tone turned somewhat frosty as she answered, "Yes, sir. I know who you are." Taking a seat by her desk, I grinningly said, "Then stop calling me 'sir' 

and use my name. I'm Ed. Who are you?" 

    Closing the folder on the desk, she straightened and said, "I'm Sergeant Christine Mildon. Air Force. Sir." 

    Sighing at her stiffness, I said, "Okay. Sergeant, then. I got nuked yesterday and survived it, so I think my energy..." Her expression became a combination of awe and concern as she interrupted with a soft, "Oh my God..! That was you?" 

    "Yeah. That was me. Some things are a little different since yesterday, and..." 

    She interrupted me again, this time with, "Mr. Z told us about... Let me call him. If he says it's okay, no problem." 

    What the hell. I shut up and let her make the call. She reached Zalenski at the second number she tried and excitedly told him who was sitting by her desk and why. 

    Zalenski told her to let me try Sara's charger and added, "If it tickles too much, he can go back to the two-twenty line. I'll be here until around noon if you need me." 

    As if harboring doubts about the idea, she said, "Yes, sir." After hanging up, Mildon stood up and led me to a metal panel on the wall in another room. I stood on a thick rubber mat in front of it as she pushed a button and the panel slid back to reveal two stainless steel handles which extended themselves about a foot beyond the wall. There were no dials or gauges. No controls. Just the two steel handles. 

    Flipping a breaker to one side of the panel, she said, "It's on. April and Sara just hold those handles for a while." 

    Regarding the handles for a moment, I asked, "How much juice are we talking about, Sarge?" 

    Shaking her head, she also looked at the handles as she said, "I don't know," then her gaze switched to me and she added in a tone of trepidation, "A lot." 

    'A lot, huh?' I thought. 'That's brilliant, lady.' 

    No, wait. Not fair. She had no need to know, so she didn't know. Mentally apologizing for my unspoken snotty remark --and with some trepidation of my own --I told her to stick around and turn off the juice if things didn't look right, then I reached for the handles. 
Chapter Twenty-seven

    Wrapping my right hand around one handle, I reached for the other. A bright arc of electricity jumped to my left hand, as I'd expected, but there was no sensation of shock or pain as I got a solid grip on the left handle. A vast rush of power flowed into me and an area behind my sternum seemed to gather it in and get warmer. 

    Mildon stepped back a pace, apparently on general principles. Maybe she thought I'd explode or something. Hell, maybe I would. I didn't really know for sure, either. 

    Glancing at her, I said, "It seems okay, Sarge." With a skeptical look, she asked, "Would you know?" 

    "Good point," I said with a grin. "Maybe you're standing a little too close, ma'am." 

    She gave me a tense look that let me know how she felt about being teased and said, "Yeah, maybe I am. I can wait until after you blow up to turn off the power." 

    Less than three minutes passed before I began to feel full, then somewhat more than full. That faint, coppery taste of blood became apparent to me as it had in Washington. I held the connections only another few seconds before deciding I'd had enough. 

    The instant I let go of the handles and stepped back, Mildon slapped the breaker bar down to cut the power. 

    "How do you feel?" she asked. 

    I gave that question some thought as I surveyed myself. Other than feeling as if I'd packed in an extra steak dinner and having a sort of ringing sensation all over, I felt fine. In fact, both sensations were fading as I examined myself. 

    Just as I said, "I feel fine, I guess," I discovered that I apparently didn't feel as fine as I thought. 

    Moving to press the button to close the panel, I heard a loud rush of air. Mildon seemed to be standing unnaturally still and her eyes hadn't tracked my motion. 

    After pressing the button, I took a step to the left of the panel and waited. What seemed like almost five seconds elapsed as she realized my absence and looked around for me in seeming slow motion. The rush of air had been from the motion of my arm toward the panel button. Well, damn. Would I have to slow all my motions and speech in order to be able to interact with people? 

    Apparently not; as Mildon began talking her speech seemed to change from extremely slow to almost normal. I figured I was adapting and concentrated on what she was saying. 

    "What...... the..... hell.... did... you.. just do?" 

    "I just hit the panel button. This must be a side effect of being charged to the gills." 

    Looking at me as if I were speaking another language, she asked, "What?" then glanced at the closed panel. "Oh." 

    "A... side... effect," I repeated more slowly. Shaking her head, she said, "Yeah, I got it. You sounded like a chipmunk, though. You're still talking pretty fast." 

    Keeping my speech slow, I said, "Thanks for the boost. See you later," and headed for the door. When I looked back from the other office, Mildon was only then turning after me. 

    Hm. This could be inconvenient as hell. No wonder Sara always seemed to charge up at the last possible minute and disappear right afterwards; she probably didn't like to deal with this side of things. 

    In the corridor I watched two technicians take what seemed like almost two full seconds to complete a single stride. The door to Sara's office was still locked. I sent April and Sara a link request. 

    "Yes, Ed?" answered April. 

    "Hi, ladies. I used your supercharger a few minutes ago. No problems with that, but now everybody is in slow motion." 

    "That effect lasts about fifteen minutes," said April. With a giggle, Sara added, "It does for us, anyway. Let us know how it turns out for you, okay?" 

    "Cute. I'll definitely keep you posted about that. Do either of you have any idea why people weren't in slow motion when I was full of radiation yesterday?" 

    "You hadn't adjusted yet," said Sara. "It was like that the first time I charged up completely, too. For a while everything seemed normal, then people and everything else that moved seemed to slow to a crawl. Very annoying. It took me most of the afternoon to adjust." 

    April said, "You ran off your excess energy before you could adjust to containing it, Ed. Now that you're charged up again, burn it off slowly. Give your system time to adapt." 

    "Roger that. Your office door is locked, Sara. Got a spare key hidden away somewhere?" 

    In truth, the door required a keycard, not a metal key. Sara said, "Use my bypass code," and recited nine numbers, which I punched on the keypad. The door latch popped and I pushed the door open. 

    "That got it. Thanks, Sara." 

    Another door at the back of her office led to a room full of what appeared to be hydraulic presses, the contact points of which were set at different angles from the far wall. Each had a console, that --unlike those in other labs --faced the presses rather than away from them. 

    "Just turn them on," said Sara, "You don't have to set anything. Let their computers handle the details." 

    "Okay. Over and out for now, then." 

    "What? We don't get to watch?" 

    I laughed and said, "Later, ma'am. First attempts are a private thing. Goodbye for now," then broke the link. 

    Computers, huh? Recordings of each use as well as monitoring during use. The front door latch snapped and I turned to see Melanie Rook enter the outer office. 

    She saw me through the open doorway and froze in surprise for a moment, then set her purse on the desk and marched into the workout room. Melanie wore off-duty togs, a pale blue blouse over matching shorts and white sneakers. Her hair was tied back in a pony tail. Nice legs, purposeful stride. Cute lady. 

    In a tight, disapproving tone, she asked, "May I ask what you're doing in here? In Sara's private office?" 

    Shrugging as I tuned my speech-speed to more or less match hers, I said, 

"Well, I was thinking about working out a bit. That's what all this stuff is for, y'know." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "You sound kind of funny this morning. Couldn't you wait until I got back?" 

    "I didn't know you were here and I don't need a spotter." 

    "A what?" 

    "A spotter. Someone to lift the bar off your neck if your hands slip while you're bench pressing the barbells." 

    Looking around, she saw nothing in the room that looked like barbells and asked, "While you're what? What barbells?" 

    I said goodbye and headed for the door. 

    "Hey," she said, "Where are you going?" 

    "Out. I'll come back later. I don't need an audience." 

    "But... Wait a minute. How did you get in here? Only two people have keycards to Sara's office. You're not one of them." 

    "Magic," I said with a grin. Looking thoughtful, I added, "Or maybe it was that bypass code Sara gave me. Yeah, that might have been it. Never mind. I'll come back and play another time." 

    Jogging to catch up to me, Melanie said, "Just a minute. If Sara gave you a code, that's good enough for me. I just didn't know you were authorized to be in here, that's all." 

    "No sweat. I'd still rather work out alone." Glancing back at the rather immense hardware in the other room, she asked, 

"But what if... uh..?" 

    Matching her questioning look, I asked, "What if what? Are you afraid I'll get squashed?" 

    With a short sigh, she said, "Yeah, something like that." 

    "Would Sara let me use them if she had any worries?" After a moment, she asked, "Are you, uh... in contact with Sara now?" Shrugging, I said, "No." 

    Melanie studied me for another moment, rather obviously wondering whether to believe me, then said, "Well, then, I'll be damned if I know what she or April would do. They picked you to go out to that plane yesterday, didn't they?" 

    "No, they didn't 'pick' me. I qualified. Others didn't." Again eyeing me for a moment, she asked, "Do we have a problem, Ed? Are you leaving because there's something about me you don't like?" Looking her over once, I said, "No. There's nothing about you that I don't like and we don't have a problem that I know of. I just prefer to do some things alone." 

    Nodding, she said, "That's what it said in your file. I looked you up when I realized that I'd only seen you in passing after working in Sara's office for about a year. I never knew how... close... you were to the brass around here." 

    "You've met everybody else because they've had to call or drop by to check in, that's all. I usually get my orders in a more direct manner." Melanie let out a short laugh and said, "So I saw yesterday. Okay, I just wanted to make sure I hadn't said or done anything to piss you off." Shaking my head as if mystified, I answered, "Nope. Can't think of anything. See you later, Melanie." 

    As I opened the office door, she touched my arm and quietly said, "You don't have to leave, you know. Just shut the door. I won't bother you." For some reason, it seemed to me to be a good idea to let her have her way in the matter. Besides, with only an hour and a half to go before meeting Stella for lunch, it was unlikely that I'd have time to go outside and find a convenient multi-ton boulder to play with in the desert. Nodding, I said, "Okay. Good 'nuff, milady," and started toward the equipment room. 

    "What? Did you just call me 'my lady'?" 

    Stopping in the doorway, I said, "Yup. Sure did." 

    "Why?" 

    "For the same reasons I call Sara, April, and Doris 'milady' or 'ma'am'." I didn't think I needed to mention that I also call Stephie the cat

'milady' or 'ma'am' on occasion. 

    "That doesn't exactly tell me why you do it." Shrugging, I agreed, "Guess it doesn't. Oh, well." Entering the hardware room, I stepped up to one of the machines and set it for two hundred tons as Melanie watched. 

    She bit her lip, hesitated briefly, then said, "Uhm... Your file said your best is thirty-two tons. Are you sure you want to start out with that much resistance?" 

    Reaching for the wide steel bar, I said, "Yup," and pushed the bar all the way forward against the hydraulics. It was like the resistance machines in gyms; the bar wouldn't move very far and it wanted very much to return to its original position. 

    "You... you did it..!" muttered Melanie. 

    Giving her a brief glance, I shoved the bar again, let it return, and shoved it again. Perhaps the way it slammed against the stops betrayed my irritation a little too well. 

    Melanie stiffened. Her eyes left the machine's readouts and met mine in a flat gaze as the bar again returned to the start position. Her tone was as flat as her gaze. 

    "Why aren't you a little more excited about being able to do something like this?" 

    Tuning the bar's resistance up to two-fifty tons, I gave it another shove and said, "It isn't particularly exciting." This time the bar offered just enough resistance and didn't slam against the stops. 

    Eyeing the console, Melanie asked, "Why not? You couldn't have done this yesterday." 

    Sighing, I said, "Look, Melanie, I just came here to burn off a little energy and think about a few things while my system adapts itself." 

    "Meaning you really want me to leave, right?" Nodding, I said, "Right. I'm not showing off for Sara's cute secretary, ma'am. I'm dumping excess energy. Notice how I'm talking at a normal speed now?" 

    "Almost normal," she amended. 

    "Yeah, fine. Almost normal. Come back in half an hour or so. By then I should sound just about right." 

    She gave me a wry look and nodded slightly, then turned to go. Halfway to the door she stopped and half-turned to look back at me over her shoulder. Her left hand rose to her lips and she nibbled her index fingernail for a moment. Biting her lower lip for another moment, she cleared her throat gently and her eyes slightly lowered as her right index finger fiddled with her hair. 

    "So you, uh... you think I'm cute, huh?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Just like a Vargas pinup girl, you're cute. In fact, I think I may have seen that exact same pose on a calendar. It's fairly standard, I think; the lip chewing, hair twiddling, shy glance over the shoulder with a nervous nail nibble..." 

    Her gaze grew narrow and she froze during my dissertation, then she interrupted me with, "Yeah, well, what about this pose?" and shot me the finger before she stomped out of the room and slammed the door. Grinning as I shoved the bar forward again, I chuckled, "Yeah, I've seen that one before, too." 

    I did a few more reps with the bar as I examined the room for cameras. They seemed unlikely, but seeming unlikely is one of the best reasons to look for some things. 

    Sure enough, I spotted one in a high corner; a tiny lens that watched the room as a whole. Nothing about it indicated that it might be on, but I assumed that it was. Scratch the idea of turning off the recording machinery for a quiet test. 

    Turning the resistance up to four hundred tons, I worked the bar for a while, then put my feet up on the console and gave some thought to my likeliest future. 

    Changes? Not many --if any --as far as life around Dallas was concerned. Being able to fly somewhat faster and lift a bit more than before wouldn't mean a helluva lot, really. 

    The ladies would be back soon, and they were just about infinitely stronger and faster than any enhancee. As before, I'd still only be called for the 'less demanding' jobs. Or when the ladies were unable to respond for whatever reason. 

    When the peace and quiet began to bug me, it occurred to me to wonder how long I had before lunch with Stella. Unable to trust my time sense due to the charging, I went to ask Melanie the time. 

    Opening the door and poking my head out, I said, "It feels about like eleven-fifteen. Close?" 

    She glanced at her watch and said, "No. It's eleven-forty-two. Don't you wear a watch?" 

    "Nope. Been through half a dozen since my enhancement. I keep forgetting to take them off before I do stuff." Closing the door, I stood by her desk as I said, "Sorry about all the attitude before. Wanna blame it on my being more charged-up than usual?" 

    Melanie shook her head. "No, I don't think so. Your pinup comment was right on the nose. That means it came directly from you. I think 'in vino veritas' may apply to being full of electrical juice, too." Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, well, you really are kinda cute, ma'am. I just wasn't in the mood for company at the time." 

    Studying me as she spoke, Melanie evenly asked, "Would you have been in the mood for Sara's company?" 

    "Nope. I had some things to think about. Later." Before I could turn to go, Melanie did her best to look hurt and shocked and asked, "You aren't even going to invite me to lunch to make up for your earlier rude behavior?" 

    Chuckling, I said, "No, but I'll invite you to lunch for just about any other reason you can think of. Make it a good one." Canting her head as she gave me a wry look, she said flatly, "It's almost lunchtime and I'm hungry. Will that do?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, that'll do. Saddle up, boss." Getting to her feet, she incredulously asked, "Boss?" As she slung her purse on her shoulder, I said, "You're in the Sara-chair at the moment. My chain of command is April or Sara, then Doris, then me. That's everybody. Since April and Sara are out of town, I guess you'll just have to do." 

    She locked the door behind us and we headed toward the dining hall. A few steps along, she glanced at me curiously. 

    "What?" I asked. 

    "Is that 'chain of command' list you told me for real, or were you just kidding?" 

    "What do you think?" 

    "I think I'd like a straight answer. It was a serious question. As you said, I'm in the Sara-chair for now. I'd like to know what that really means to you." 

    "Okay. Those three ladies can ask me to do just about anything. They can tell me why later if I can't see the reasons on my own. I don't feel that way about anyone else. You have the big chair and temporary, nominal command of most of the guts of this facility, including communications. That means that if you say something needs done, I'll likely do it." Turning to face her as we walked, I said, "If you're just wrong about something, you'll only face Sara with an explanation. If you manage to get me injured or killed, you'll face April and Doris, too. That's my best insurance that you'll use plenty of common sense when you issue orders, bosslady." With a nod, Melanie said softly, "I see. Understood." Glancing up at me, she asked, "I take it, then, that you weren't altogether in favor of me taking this job?" 

    I laughed. "You take it wrong, ma'am. Ask Alan Greene who came up with the idea of promoting you." 

    Melanie stopped walking and stared at me. 

    "You?! But... Why?! You didn't even know my name before you read it on my desk!" 

    As I got us moving again, I said, "Yeah, that's a mystery, all right. Musta been your legs. I'm a sucker for great legs." She stopped again, this time snagging my arm to stop me, and glanced both ways before quietly, but intensely, saying, "No, dammit. That's not very funny and it's definitely not good enough. I want to know why the hell you picked me. If you really did pick me." 

    "Like I said, check with Greene. I didn't 'pick' you, I only suggested you. Everybody agreed and you got the job." Pointing at the nearby dining hall doors, I added, "Our lunch awaits, milady. Let's not argue in a public hallway. People will talk, you know." 

    Turning to proceed, she snapped, "Yeah, like you'd give a damn if they did." 

    Feigning shock and hurt, I asked, "What? You think I'm so insensitive? 

Really?" 

    She sighed, "Oh, puh-leeze," and marched through the dining hall doorway. 
Chapter Twenty-eight

    At the serving line, I linked to April and Sara and asked if they wanted to choose breakfast. 

    "Just coffee for me, thanks," said April. 

    Sara laughingly made some choices and I kept the link open as Melanie and I ate. Our conversation ranged to tastes in music, then to songs that reminded us of people we'd known and Melanie asked if there were any particular song that reminded me of Sara. 

    "Um," I said around some green beans, "Well, not really. I've never associated songs with individuals as much as with times and events." Grinning, Melanie asked, "Still, if you had to pick a song to remember her by, what would it be?" 

    I gave that some thought, all the while very aware that Sara and April were still on the line. 

    When I didn't respond to Melanie's question immediately, Sara jibingly prompted me with, "Well, mister? Something sweet and romantic would be appropriate, don't you think?" 

    To Melanie, I said, "Well, I guess the song would probably have to be, um... 'Closer', by 'Nine Inch Nails'." 

    April hooted her paroxysm of laughter in my head as Sara vowed to exact dire retributions from me. 

    Melanie, obviously not familiar with the song, said, "Well, I don't know the band, but I like the title. I'll have to check it out sometime. 'Closer', huh? It sounds kind of romantic." 

    "Won't she be surprised?" asked April, laughing again. 

    "It's on the jukebox in lounge five," I said to Melanie. "Give it a listen the next time you're down there." 

    Stella and Bobo showed up a few minutes later and joined us after loading their trays. It seemed to me that Bobo was disturbed about something, and if so, it wasn't too hard to guess what that might be. 

    A few bites into her food, Stella said, "Ed, I've decided to accept Doris's invitation to stay here a while. I've learned a few things this morning." 

    Yeah, that could explain Bobo's mood, especially if she intended to send him back to Dallas to run things. 

    "What'd you learn?" I asked. 

    "Oh, mostly that my medical knowledge is very much behind the times. I also want to try to work with Dr. Farley." 

    Melanie snickered. "I like the way you put that." 

    "You'll manage fine," I said. "If Farley forgets his manners, you can put your mind-control whammy on him and make him be polite for a change." That idea caused Melanie to grin and nod enthusiastically. 

    "What about you, Ed?" asked Stella. 

    Shrugging, I said, "Oh, I guess I'll be in and out of this place for a while. They say I'm the first enhancee who's been nuked, so they may want to study me a bit. I also want to find someone named Darrin Culp and cobble up a people-carrier." 

    "A what?" 

    "Something for carrying passengers," I said. "A capsule sort of thing. Comfortable, with a big trunk. Like that. Can't even talk to someone I'm carrying above sixty miles an hour or so without yelling unless we're wearing flight suits and commo helmets. This gadget would be something we'd get into and button up, like an aircraft cockpit." 

    Bobo broke his silence with, "I'm surprised nobody's come up with one before now." 

    Melanie said, "There wasn't a real need before, but a lot more people are involved in our operations these days." To me, she said, "Good. Let me know if you need any help. I spent some time designing light aircraft during my college days." 

    "Kewl," I said. "Can you come up with a two-seater with a huge trunk that'll hold together at mach 3?" 

    She nodded and spoke in spurts as she nibbled her food and stared at nothing on the wall beyond Bobo. 

    "Hm. Yeah. I'll use some of the specs from existing aircraft. Run 'em through the computer after I knock off the wings and tail. Like that. Unless you'd rather have wings and a tail, of course. Might make it a lot easier to handle if you had them. Little ones, anyway, for stability and guidance. No point in having to work harder than you have to. Might be good to add a 'chute and flight controls, too, so you can leave it if you have to. Like a glider. Maybe use a lifting body with switchback wings. Or retractables. Or..." 

    "Hum," I grunted. "Yeah. Don't forget the pontoons and a place for the stewardess to sit when she isn't serving drinks." 

    Stella snickered. Melanie gave me a narrow look, stuck her tongue out at me, and speared some green beans rather forcefully, which made Bobo chuckle. 

    "You want my help or not?" asked Melanie. 

    Trying to look properly abashed, I grinningly said, "Oh, yes'm. I don't draw so good, y'know. Might as well let someone who knows a little about such things give it a shot." 

    "Well, finally he says something smart instead of just smart-assed. Okay. I'll get with Darrin later and see what's lying around to be cannibalized for parts." 

    Bobo put down his fork, looked thoughtfully at Melanie, then at me, and spoke again. 

    "Make it something that can go into space," he said flatly, "And I'll buy the first ticket." 

    I looked at Melanie, who shrugged. 

    "Sure," she said. "No problem. I'll get some specs from NASA this week." Continuing to stare at us, Bobo picked up his fork, but made no move concerning his food for some moments. When he started cutting his meat, he spoke again. 

    "I'm sitting at a table in a secret underground laboratory with a woman who can read minds and a man who can fly into space without a spaceship." 

    "It's not all that secret, really," I said. When he said nothing else for some moments, Stella said, "Yes, you are, Bobo. And...?" 

    Shaking his head and shrugging, Bobo forked up some meat as he said, "And nothing, really. It just seemed worth mentioning, so I mentioned it." With a shrug of her own, Stella glanced at Melanie and me and also dug into her food. We discussed the craft a bit more, then Melanie looked at her watch and said she had to meet someone in half an hour and excused herself. Stella and Bobo likewise got underway a few minutes later and I had the table to myself as I leaned back in my chair and considered what to do with the rest of the day. 

    Couldn't play with Sara's toys without leaving records. Wasn't in a hurry to look for Darrin Culp and he might not even be at the lab on a weekend. Didn't want to rehash events with anybody, which is what would happen if I sat at the table long enough. It was time to get out for a while, but to go where and for what reason? 

    I was just restless; all charged up and ready to go do something interesting. Hm. Doris qualified as interesting. 

    Casting a link at her, I asked, "Doris?" 

    "Yes, Ed." Her tone was a tad businesslike. 

    "Got company, or can you talk?" 

    "Well, I'm in a meeting that has to do with last night. Is it important?" Letting my chair rock forward and settle, I said, "Nah, not really. I was just looking for something interesting to do, and you were the first interesting thing that popped into my little head, ma'am." 

    "How very flattering," she said dryly, sending me a wry grin with the words. "But I'm not likely to get loose until around three or four. Will I still be interesting then?" 

    "Yeah, I think so. Guess I'll just go for a walk." 

    "Before you wander off, how about a sitrep on Stella?" Through our link, I heard someone address Doris and heard her tell the guy to stand by, then I said, "Stella's talking about sending Bobo back to Dallas to take care of some things. I don't think she's going anywhere for a while, Doris. She's as curious about herself as we are. We have samples and she's talking to one of the docs here about her personal history." The sensation of a nod of agreement came to me as Doris said, "Okay, then. Sorry to be so single-minded about her, Ed. I'll link to you when I get loose, okay?" 

    "Anytime, milady. Later, then." 

    "Bye, Ed." 

    "Bye." 

    The link ended and I took my tray to the bus bins. 

    Hm. Area 51 wasn't all that far away. Maybe I ought to go buzz the place and watch the black helicopters go apeshit for a while? Nah. No difference between doing that and whacking a hornets' nest with a stick. What I needed was a quiet place to check out my new power parameters. Somewhere out of sight of people and satellite cameras and the like, where there were big-assed rocks to play with. 

    Shrugging, I added a mental '...Or not...' 

    After all, I had stressed the word 'interesting' when I linked to Doris, and heaving rocks around likely wouldn't qualify as 'interesting' for long. Leaving the dining hall, I headed for the desk where I turned in the flight suits and asked the woman there for a flight bag. Made of the same material as the flight suits, the bag she handed me was big enough to hold a sleeping bag. 

    A faint vibration suddenly came up through my shoes. It was so slight that I wondered if I were imagining it. She, apparently, never noticed it. 

    "Got anything smaller?" I asked. 

    "No, that's the smallest one I have at the moment," said the woman at the desk, "What are you going to carry?" 

    "My clothes. Maybe a small backpack. Stuff like that." She shrugged and gave me a 'sorry 'bout that' look. I checked out another flight suit instead and started for Sara's private entrance when the woman's computer console made a sound like someone stroking a few high notes on a banjo. 

    The woman glanced at the screen, then said, "Don't leave yet. It's for you." 

    "What's for me?" 

    She gestured for me to come around the desk and see the screen, which had a flashing red-bordered box in the upper right hand corner that surrounded my base ID picture and a message that I was to immediately call security. As I was about to link to Doris, she linked to me with, "Ed." 

    "Here. I know about the alert. What's up?" 

    "I don't know yet. I'm calling Melanie now." 

    "I'll check in with security." 

    When I called in, the security guy said he didn't know what was going on, either, but that I was to report to Dr. Angleton. 

    "Never heard of him. What's he do?" 

    "Says here he's a seismologist in 4106." 

    Seismology. So I'd likely felt an earthquake earlier. 

    "4106. Is that where he is now?" 

    "He called from there." 

    "Thanks. Later." 

    Heading for the elevator, I decided to use Sara's tube instead and filled Doris in as I dropped one level to four. 

    "Want to listen in?" I asked. 

    "Sure. Leave the link open." 

    At Angleton's office, his receptionist instantly punched a button on her desk intercom and said, "He's here." 

    "Thank you. Send him in, Rhonda." 

    She did so, gesturing me to the door beyond her desk. As I entered the lab beyond, a guy in his fifties waved and said, "Over here," then turned back to a console screen. 

    Four levels down, in a lab I'd never visited before, among people I'd never met before, and this after another supposed team member had threatened me with a gold gun. 

    I stopped and had a good look around before I headed for the console and asked, "What's up, doc?" 

    He seemed not to get the reference as he straightened and asked, "What do you know about tectonics?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "They can be hard on plates." Blinking at me, he processed my remark for a moment, then grinned slightly. "Hard on plates. Heh. Heheh." 

    Looking at the console screen, I said, "They also make earthquakes like the one I just felt." 

    A bar graph was in motion on the screen, rising and falling sharply through the first few inches of the picture, then dwindling to almost a flat line within the next couple of inches. It was kind of like watching a digital stereo display. 

    "You felt something?" he asked. 

    "Yup. A few minutes ago. Where'd it happen?" He called up another screen. State lines were superimposed on a map of the US. A bright green circle enclosed a bit of the Mississippi River near St. Louis, Missouri. 

    "Huh," I said, "That area isn't known for a lot of tectonic activity." Glancing at Angleton, I said, "Every hundred years or so they get a bump or two, right? About the same as New York state, 'cause they're on some kind of bedrock?" 

    Angleton nodded, then pulled up another screen as he said, "Even bedrock has cracks in some areas. St. Louis and vicinity just had a four point five quake." 

    Long slashes appeared in several places on the screen. They were covered with dots of various colors that marked previous earthquakes. 

    "What we're watching for," said Angleton, "Are aftershocks. They can do as much damage as a first tremor if things have been loosened up enough." Turning to face him, I asked, "What does anyone think I can do about earthquakes?" 

    Punching up yet another screen, Angleton said, "About the earthquakes, nothing. We're worried about the river itself." 

    He pointed to what looked like a fifty mile stretch of river that formed a long loop and said, "This loop was made over a hundred years ago. An earthquake did it. If the river were blocked..." --he used his finger to trace a length of the Mississippi just north of St. Louis --"...Anywhere along here, it could result in a loop like this one due to the composition and shape of the terrain..." 

    He grabbed an outline of the loop with his mouse cursor and moved it to St. Louis, where he turned it around and parked it so it met the river. Coloring in the region with blue, which obscured much of the city, he said, "... And this is what could happen to St. Louis. Our computer models show a fifty-fifty chance of such a blockage happening during a severe quake." After letting me look at the screen for a few moments, he pulled up a chair and sat down to sip from a cup of coffee on his desk. I parked my butt on the edge of the desk as he said, "Some people here seem to think that either of the ladies could clear a river blockage. What do you think?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Hell, yes. Either one of them could do it, no sweat. Look what they're doing right now; shoving rocks the size of mountains around in space." 

    "But could you do it? Clear a river blockage?" 

    "Not as quickly." 

    "But you could definitely do it?" 

    "Sure. It would probably be faster to use explosives on the clog, though. If you guys can tell me where to put them and how much to use, I could..." He interrupted me with, "Hang on." Standing up, he yelled, "Allan! Over here!" 

    A thirtyish guy stood up and came around the big computer in the middle of the room. He glanced at me and apparently had no idea who I was. Oh, well. I didn't know him, either. 

    "Yes?" he said, coming to a stop by Angleton's desk. He stuck a hand out at me and said, "Dr. Lewis Allan." 

    Shaking his hand, I started to introduce myself. 

    "Ed..." 

    "This guy's our answer," Angleton cut in. "He can plant charges if we tell him where." 

    Looking at me, Allan asked, "You're a diver?" 

    "I'm an enhancee." 

    Nodding, Allan said, "Should work. We can have a chopper drop you where the explosives need to be." 

    Sipping his coffee again, Angleton said, "He can fly, Allan." Shaking his head, Allan said, "No. I'll be using GPS in the chopper and I'd rather drop him exactly where we want the charges." Turning to me, he asked, "Any objections?" 

    "Nope. It'll be a mess down there. Just set me smack on the numbers you want and I'll set the charges, but I have a question first." They both looked at me rather blankly, as if the possibility that I might have a meaningful question surprised them. 

    "Why are we talking about precision charges?" I asked, "Just so much boom in just the right place, and all that? We're really just talking about busting up a clog, right?" 

    Allan looked at Angleton, who looked at me and said, "Well, yes, actually. We're talking about rock and soil forming a blockage of the river's current channel. Possibly an upthrust of some of the bedrock, as well." 

    "Uh, huh. Picking at it with precision charges would waste time. Why not have the Air Force hit it with blockbusters?" 

    Angleton's eyebrow went up as he asked, "Have you ever actually seen the Mississippi River, sir? It's huge!" 

    Shrugging, I asked, "Have you ever actually seen what one of those godzilla bombs can do? They're huge, too. The river's about half a mile wide around St. Louis, according to that map. B-52's making low-level runs; our tax dollars very visibly at work to protect and serve the American public, and all that." 

    His eyebrow went even higher for a moment, then he asked, "Why the hell should we concern ourselves about providing publicity for the Air Force or anyone else? Do you have some reason for not wanting to do this job?" 

    "There's no job to do yet. What I'm thinking is; why not let people get by on their own devices when they can? April and Sara are already saving the world from something it can't handle. I'm only suggesting we let it handle what we know it can. And we'll get good PR if we're the ones to suggest it." 

    "They'd never go for it," said Allan. "If even one of those bombs fell a little to the west of the river..." 

    "Very unlikely, doc. They can hit ten-foot targets these days. The bombs are damned near smart enough to do tax returns and play poker." Unassing the desk, I added, "Besides, I'll be there. If I see one heading for town, I'll toss it with the others." 

    The same two guys who'd suggested that I take on the effing Mississippi River barehanded were now looking at me with great skepticism, and that bugged me a bit. 

    "Think about it and get back to me," I said. "Meanwhile, I'm going to make the same suggestion to some other people." 

    Looking at the console screen again, I asked both aloud and through our link, "Doris? You got all that?" 

    "Doris?" asked Allan, "Who's Doris?" I ignored him for the moment as Doris said, "Yes, I got it. You're sure this is something the Air Force could do?" 

    Again speaking aloud, as well, I said, "Yeah, well, I'm pretty sure they'll tell us if they can't." 

    Allan came to stand between me and the screen and peered into my face from three feet or so, apparently thinking I was nuts. He waved a hand in front of my face. 

    "Are you all right?" 

    "I'm fine. I'm talking to someone, so hang on a minute." 

    "Talking to who?" 

    "Just stand by one, doc." 

    Continuing my conversation with Doris through our link alone, I asked, 

"Well, milady? What do you think? Still got that cute lady colonel's number?" 

    "Never mind the cute lady colonel. She wouldn't be in on something like this, anyway. I'll make some calls and get back to you in a few, Ed." 

    "Good 'nuff. I'll wait here and drink some of their coffee." Angleton had remained seated and watched me throughout my conversation with Doris. His sharp gaze followed me as I went to the coffee pot and tapped a cup. 

    "How soon are we expecting those aftershocks?" I asked. 

    "Any time," said Angleton. "We've already had a few small ones, but there could be more and bigger shocks." 

    "Where were you gonna get the explosives you were talking about planting in the clog?" 

    "From the military." 

    "So it's just a matter of getting the right stuff there in time to keep the town dry, right? It doesn't really matter a damn how they get there, does it?" 

    "Well... No." 

    "Flooding would begin pretty much immediately, wouldn't it? The water would back up and loop around in the Missouri River channel, then it would overflow?" 

    Nodding, Angleton said, "Our computer models think so." 

    "But nobody's called the Air Force yet to see what they think of bombing the river. Why's that?" 

    Allan said, "We can only send our findings upstairs and let them take it from there." 

    "Have you done that yet?" 

    Huffing a bit, he said, "Of course. We contacted Dr. Helm's office the moment we had a valid model." 

    "What's he? One link up the chain from here? How many links are there before someone can call the Air Force?" 

    The doctors looked at each other for a moment, then Allan said, "I have no idea. We present our findings and others act on them. Once they leave this office..." 

    "Doris," I said, again both aloud and through our link, "Can you tap the computer down here?" 

    "Yes, Ed. We've already done that. Colonel Dexter from our liaison office is here. He likes your idea to bomb the river, but he says the Air Force may want to use different munitions for better rock penetration." 

    "Whatever makes 'em happy, ma'am. I'll tell Angleton and Allen to let you and Melanie know directly if anything happens." 

    "Not necessary, Ed. We've already sent someone down there to act as liaison and keep us posted." 

    "Okay." Turning to Angleton, I said, "Someone will be here shortly from upstairs. I'll see you guys later." 

    As I guzzled the last of my coffee, Allan exclaimed, "What?! You can't just leave!" 

    "Why not? Someone'll let me know if they're going to start bombing. In the meantime, I was thinking about heading to St. Louis to be on hand if I'm needed." 

    The buzzer of Angleton's intercom sounded. He answered it and his receptionist said, "An Air Force captain just arrived. He says he's to report to you, sir." 

    "That would be your liaison guy," I said. 

    "Fine, Rhonda," said Angleton, "Send him in, please." When the captain entered the lab, I thumbed him at Angleton and set my cup down. 

    "Things are covered," I said, heading for the door. "See you guys later." Allan looked as if he felt there must be more to say, but couldn't think of what it might be. Angleton just stared at me as he sipped his coffee, then stood to greet the captain. 

    "Doris," I sent, "Is there any reason I shouldn't leave for St. Louis in the next few minutes?" 

    "Just one. There's no reason to go yet." 

    "A pesky detail. If you want to keep me here, you'll have to do better than that." Sending her a grin, I asked, "Are you still real busy, ma'am?" 

    "If you hadn't called about floods and earthquakes, I might have been out of here by now." 

    Sending me a view of two Air Force officers and two of the lab's directors in conference around a computer, she said, "Now it appears I'm going to be stuck here for a while, partly because I can link to you." 

    "Hm. Want me to bring up some snacks?" 

    "Sure, thanks. I'll... wait one." 

    Someone called her attention to the computer screen. We watched spikes rise and fall densely along a center line as someone else in the room quietly exclaimed, "Oh, lord! It has to be a six or better!" I sent, "On my way, Doris. Your office or St. Louis?" 

    "Better make it St. Louis, Ed." 

    "Okay. I'll take I-40 to Oklahoma City. What then?" 

    "Hold one while I check. Okay. Pick up I-44 on the east side of town. The computer says St. Louis is just under twelve hundred miles from there." 
Chapter Twenty-nine

    Lifting off the floor, I headed for Sara's bolt hole, stopping at the entrance long enough to slip into my flight suit. Stuffing my sneakers into the top of the suit and zipping it up, I tapped my code into the door's keypad and headed for the surface. 

    "Ed, fighter jets have been scrambled and they're working on clearing air traffic above St. Louis for the bombers." 

    "Fighters won't carry anything big enough, Doris. They'd make potholes. We'll need craters." 

    "But they'll keep us posted and every little bit helps." I was nearly to St. Louis when Doris said, "Theory just became fact about four miles north of the I-270 beltway. One of the fighters says the riverbed's empty south of there." 

    Changing course to angle across town, I saw what she meant. The I-270

overpass spanned a damp ditch instead of a river. A few miles north, where the Missouri River met the Mississippi, the Missouri was beginning to spread out quickly. 

    Just ahead of me in the riverbed was a ragged looking, four-hundred-foot-thick upthrust of rock that blocked all but a few trickles of the half-mile wide river. Parts of it looked like sheer cliff faces and parts of it appeared to be composed of vast amounts of broken rock. Letting Doris see what I was seeing, I asked, "How about having the fighters hit the clog from the dry side? Dead center, just to see what'll happen?" 

    "Already on it. The four fighters are lining up for a run." That they were; I could see the first two arcing around to begin their bomb runs. The first jet hit the center of the obstruction with whatever it was carrying and there was what seemed to be a truly massive explosion. Before the air had cleared enough to assess damage, the second jet swooped down and released its bombs on almost exactly the same spot. When we were able to again see the face of the rock, it looked heavily pitted, but otherwise apparently undamaged. The bombs had also gouged a deep pit in the riverbed at the base of the obstruction. As it filled with water from the leaks around the blockage, I could see what appeared to be solid rock extending deep into the earth. 

    Jets three and four made their runs on the targeted spot, also making a lot of noise and airborne debris and having almost no effect, other than to deepen the pitting somewhat. 

    "They're not getting it," Doris said unnecessarily, "The bombers are still ten minutes out. Can you do anything, Ed?" 

    "I can take a poke at it, I guess. Got any suggestions?" 

    "Just one. Be careful. You don't know enough about your new capabilities." With a mental grin at Doris, I asked, "You mean I shouldn't just dive down there and ram it head-first, huh?" 

    "You putz," she sent back. "Just be careful." Dropping down to the target zone, I hovered an arm's length from the vast rock cliff. Glancing up and to the left and right, the rock escarpment before me looked ridiculously huge, and while I knew I could eventually batter a hole in it, I didn't really think I could do all that much in a short time. Feeling my reaction to seeing all that exposed bedrock, Doris sent a soft, awestruck, "Damn..." 

    Slamming my fists into the rock sent splinters and shards of it flying and falling to the gathering water below, but only pitted the rock face. Too slow. Not the way to go. There was just too damn much rock. 

    "Suggestions, Doris." 

    "I wish I had one, Ed." 

    Linking out to the ladies in space, I said, "Got a real problem here, ladies," and let them see the rock dam as I outlined the situation and asked them the same question. 

    "Suggestions?" 

    "Don't use yourself as a battering ram," said April, "You don't know your new limits." 

    Doris snickered, then laughed, "I already warned him about doing that." Sighing, I asked, "Anything else, ladies?" 

    "Might as well just keep pounding on it," said Sara. "At least you'll loosen things up for the bombers." 

    "We're back to explosives, then. I couldn't hand-punch enough holes fast enough to make much difference. Got an idea, though. Rocks on rocks. High-speed drops." 

    "Might as well try it," said Sara. "Keep the link open. This may get interesting." 

    Picking up a boulder about eight feet in diameter, I flew straight up with it for a few seconds, then reversed course and aimed it at the rock dam below. Pushing my speed to max again, I let go at the last minute and veered away just before the red-hot boulder impacted the front of the dam. It sounded as if I'd used a bomb, but when I turned around, I saw only a lot of dust and smoke until the air cleared a bit. The target zone became visible through the haze and I saw that the boulder had created a forty-foot-wide, twenty-foot deep crater in the top of the dam near the dry side. 

    "How's that?" I sent, looking for another boulder. "Ten more in a straight line ought to make a decent trench." 

    I could feel Sara's shrug as she said, "Can't hurt and it'll definitely help. Got enough boulders?" 

    Giving her a look at the rubble as I lifted with a ten-footer, I said, 

"Literally tons of them." 

    A few seconds up and a few seconds back down at max speed made another crater on the north side of the first one. I grabbed another boulder and shot another hole in the dam. 

    Less than a minute later the river filled the line of craters and stopped a little more than halfway to the dry side of the dam. I made a few more craters inside the ones I'd made before and the water rushed through to spill out the other side of the dam in a rather dramatic little waterfall. Big deal. It was readily apparent that about the best I could hope to do in a hurry would be to loosen things up slightly, but I continued blasting the dam with boulders until Doris told me the bombers were about thirty seconds away. 

    Moving away from the area, I looked around. The water had already risen enough to flood the immediate area for miles. A good sized mid-Missouri River island that I'd seen on the way in was now a much smaller island in the middle of a lake. 

    One area near the dam seemed deeper than the rest, and it occurred to me to blast a trench from that low area to the riverbed below the dam, but then I saw people and their vehicles stranded along a road that led south to I-270. The water was rising quickly, but if they could manage to avoid drowning, they were about to have a front-row seat for a helluva show. Flying low over them, I yelled, "Spare tires float!" and looked for people unlikely to be able to save themselves. Near the middle of the line of cars was a family of five. 

    I hovered over them and told them to get in their car. Once they were all inside, I dug my fingers into the edges of the car's roof and lifted them toward the city and high ground. 

    The bombing started while we were in the air. A B-52 became easily visible above as his bombs began dropping nearly a mile north of the rock dam. Flying forward as they fell, the first two bombs slammed into the water just north of the dam. The rest of the stick of bombs created a series of craters along the line I'd made. 

    Eighth of a mile-wide blasts threw up huge pressure domes and tons of debris in a straight line from the wet side to the dry side of the dam, but that was all that I could see. 

    For all the power unleashed on the rock escarpment, it didn't seem to me that the Air Force had accomplished much. More water spewed a little farther at the waterfall I'd made. 

    "Smack on target," I said as I went back for more people. "It didn't seem to do jack shit, though." 

    "They aren't through yet," said Doris. "Patience." The water was high enough to cover car tires when I returned to the road. I hovered above a flatbed truck as people clambered aboard. When it was full, I got under it and hauled it to high ground. 

    As I was looking for the next bomber, I saw that it had already released its load. This stick of bombs missed the water and hit only the dam, so I guessed they'd made some corrections based on the first bomber's results. Another line of humongous explosions ripped into the top of the rock dam, and again I checked my waterfall. As the water rushed to fill the new line of craters, the waterfall seemed to just about triple in size and flow. 

    "Maybe if they came over in pairs..?" I sent Doris. 

    "That's already the plan, Ed," she sent back. "They wanted a couple of safe trial runs before they tried it. Is the dam area completely clear of people?" 

    The last six people on the road were piled onto a pickup truck; I picked it up and headed for town as I said, "This road's almost a mile from the dam. There's a road on the other side, too, about the same distance from the dam. Shouldn't be a problem." 

    "What I'm asking is; Have you, personally, checked the areas by the river?" 

    "Nope, but I'll do it after I set this truck down." 

    "Okay. Stay clear of the bombing runs. If they see you down there, they may freak out and not drop the bombs." 

    "Yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am. Understood, milady." 

    "Don't be sarcastic, please. I'm just trying to think of everything that could possibly screw things up." 

    Hefting the truck slightly, I scooted out from under it and headed for the river. Just south of the rock dam an old pickup truck was hauling ass south on a dirt road by the river. 

    The truck slid to a stop barely in time when it rounded a small hill and encountered a lake covering the road. I flew down and found an old black man and a boy in the truck. 

    "I'm gonna pick up your truck," I said, "Buckle up." The old man nodded dazedly and pulled his seat belt across to buckle it. The kid simply sat staring at me, so the old man reached to strap him in, too. When I lifted the truck and headed toward the dam at about a hundred feet of altitude, the old man screamed, "Where the fuck you goin'?! We gotta get out of here!" 

    "In a minute," I yelled back, looking for anyone else who might be on that road or near the river itself. 

    Finding no other people, I turned to head toward the city just as the first two sticks of bombs began impacting the dam about a half a mile away from us. 

    After setting the truck down by the other vehicles I'd rescued, I watched another string of bombs fall on each side of the rock dam. The mudbank heaved, but the rock wall held. 

    The old black man got out of the truck and hung onto the door as he stood on shaky legs and said, "I ain't never gonna say nothin' bad about you people again." 

    The next plane dropped its bombs as I wondered who he meant; white people or supers? 

    When I turned, he held up a hand placatingly and said, "Sorry. Time was I didn't think much of you people havin' all them... powers. Just didn't like it, y'know? Well, I'm here t' tell ya it don't matter a damn to me now, mister. I really wanna thank you for pullin' me and my grandson outta there." His upraised hand became an offer to shake; I took it as I said, "I've heard that kind of thing before. No sweat." 

    He chattered on with, "We was fishin' when that big-assed rock come up outta nowhere an' blocked the river. My truck liked'ta turn over 'fore th' 

shakin' stopped, but when it did, we throwed ever'thin' in the back and got th' hell outta there." 

    Fishing. Hmm. All those bombs, and the Mississippi was supposed to have some really big catfish in it. 

    Interrupting him, I asked, "How big do the fish get?" Blinking for a moment, he grunted, "Huh?" then said, "Uh, well, I heard tell of mudcats'at be near six feet long and this big in th' mouth." He held his hands nearly two feet apart. 

    True? Or just an old man's fish story? Didn't matter. Whatever was in there would be floating to the surface soon. 

    To the ladies, I said, "I'm going fishing. Wanna come?" 

    "What?!" Doris almost yelled in my head as Sara laughed. 

    "Fishing, Doris. Now. Wanna watch?" 

    "They're still bombing, Ed!" 

    "So? They won't be bombing where I'll be." 

    "I mean... This operation is still underway. We're nowhere near finished, Ed." 

    "Yeah, and your point is..? I'm not gonna disappear. Do you need me for anything just this very minute, ma'am?" 

    Her pause was nearly tangible. "Uh, no, I guess not." 

    "Great. I'm going fishing, then." 

    To the old man, I said, "I figure some of those fish are gonna be shell-shocked if they aren't already. What say we go back out there as soon as the Air Force is through?" 

    Looking a bit alarmed, he said, "Uh, well, I dunno..." 

    "Think about it. Big-assed fish, floating around loose, dead or shocked shitless. More fish'll be drying in the sun when the water goes down. Just pick 'em up and throw 'em in the truck. You could feed the whole neighborhood for a week. No sense in letting them go to waste, is there?" The guy watched another line of explosions and looked back at me as if I were nuts. I checked my waterfall and saw that there were now two more big waterfalls, one on either side of it. The bombers were making progress of a sort. 

    "Back in a bit," I said, and flew toward the dam as two more bombers unloaded on it. 

    In the backwater that continued to build toward the city I saw hundreds of fish floating belly-up, stunned or killed by the explosions, and some of them were damned big fish. 

    Flitting down to grab the lower jaw of a catfish that looked as if it could swallow a car tire, I lifted it out of the water. At least six feet long, just like he said. Another big one bobbed not far away and I grabbed that one, too. 

    "Well, ladies? What do you think of my fishing technique?" Doris yelped, "My God! I never really believed those stories! They're as big as porpoises!" 

    "Well, not quite, but maybe we haven't found the really big ones yet." 

    "Jesus! Do you really think they get bigger than that?" 

    "Don't know. Maybe. They got this big, didn't they?" When I got back to the truck, I dropped the fish into the back of it and faced the old man as I asked, "See? They're all over the place out there." He stared at the catfish, his eyes taking in the three long spars on each as he reached to touch one, then he looked at me and said in an awestruck tone, "Jeeezus! I heard tell about 'em, but I ain't never actually seen one that big before." 

    Grinning, I took off again and returned with two more of the big cats. The truck sagged on its springs a bit when I tossed them aboard. I headed back to get two more. 

    There were ten of the monsters in the back of the sagging truck when the old guy raised his hands and said, "Whoa! I think 'at's about all she can handle." 

    A crowd had gathered around the truck. Peoples' attentions seemed to be split between the ongoing bombings and the huge catfish. The old man grinningly asked, "Think you kin make it to a fish fry tonight?" 

    "Don't know. My bosses may have other plans." In true amazement, he asked, "You got a boss?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Three of 'em. Four, really, at this very moment. All women, too. Life is hell sometimes." 

    Sara sent, "Oh, you think so, do you?" and Doris sent me some feelings that matched Sara's words. 

    "Hey, relax, ladies. It was just a joke." 

    "No shit," said the old man. "I only got one woman on my ass, but I know

'zackly what you be sayin', man. Well, if'n you can get loose, here's where we gonna be." 

    He wrote an address on a piece of newspaper with a battered Bic pen. I waved goodbye to the guy and the kid and flew back toward the dam. The water around the city continued to pile up, but now there were several strong waterfalls spilling into the riverbed below the dam. 

    It was going to be quite a while before that dam broke at this rate, but this rate seemed to be the only one available. 

    "Doris, the water's still rising. Has anyone thought of a way to speed things up?" 

    "No, these are the biggest bombs anyone's willing to risk using that close to the city." 

    "Would they let me deliver some of them by hand? I could use a few on the front of that dam. Fly them in fast and try to shock that wall from the bottom." 

    "Stand by. I'll pass the idea along." 

    A few moments later, she came back with, "They like the idea, but you'd have to fly individual bombs all the way from..." 

    "No, they're already bringing them here. I can just grab the first bomb in a stick, if that's okay with everybody." 

    She let me 'attend' as she used her computer to contact a one-star about it. He conferred with someone else, then shrugged and said, "Sure. We saw what he did with rocks." 

    Leaving the link open, I flew up to the approaching bombers, caught the first bomb that fell and zipped south along the riverbed a mile or so, then turned around. 

    Flying at the dam at about mach two, I let the bomb go when it couldn't possibly miss and flashed over the top of the escarpment just as it impacted at the base. 

    Flitting back over the dam, I hovered beside my middle waterfall to inspect the damage and found a lot more than I'd accomplished with the boulders. 

    "Wowsers. I'm gonna do that some more." 

    Doris and Sara laughed and Doris told some guy that the tactic seemed to have been successful. He said he'd have a fighter make a pass for some pictures. 

    The fighter flew over as I was about to deliver another bomb to the crater. I let him get past the dam and started my run just as the bombers let fly another rack of bombs each. 

    Water was now flowing over the escarpment in almost a solid sheet. I decided to hit it a little higher; closer to the middle of its height. Again at around mach two, I let go of the bomb and this time headed straight up, looping around to see what effect the bomb might have had on the rock face. Another crater was all I saw. A nice big one, but that's all. I looked up to locate the next pair of bombers on approach and was therefore a bit surprised when the top third or so of the cliff face above my last strike sagged away and fell into the pit below, followed by a massive surge of water. To me, staring at the vast expanse of rock spanning the riverbed, it looked about the same as if I'd made a pencil-sized hole in the edge of a ruler. 

    Ah, but the crowd went wild, anyway; Doris almost yelled in my head, "It worked! It worked!" and I could see others in the room reacting in a similar fashion. 

    Yeah, it worked, but it looked as if I'd have to put a helluva lot more of those bombs on that wall before it worked well enough. I headed for the next pair of bombers. 

    Four more bottom and middle hits tore away two more large sections of the wall near the center and left a pair of slender spikes of rock sticking up in the gap. I got a glimpse of the thickness of the rock wall; it had to be almost fifty feet from one side to the other. 

    A helluva lot of water was rushing through the gaps, but still nothing even close to being a river's worth. I headed up for another bomb as Doris spoke. 

    "Ed, Dr. Angleton's here. He'd like to ask you some questions about the rock dam." 

    As I approached the plane and waited for the drop, I said, "Put him on, ma'am." 

    Doris told Angleton to simply ask his questions as if he were asking me directly. He seemed vastly skeptical, but he cleared his throat and referred to some notes as I grabbed the first bomb out of the plane and headed downrange with it. 

    For some reason, Angleton spoke as if to someone who was having to read his lips as he began with, "Are you able to see any appreciable amount of cracking or fragmentation in the surrounding rock?" I looked back at the rock face. Although bits and pieces were still coming loose around my blast zones, I saw nothing to indicate that the rest of the dam was coming apart. 

    "Nope. Just where I hit it, so far. The holes are getting a little bigger on their own, but that may just be some blast damage washing out." She relayed my message. Angleton looked as if he thought he might be being hustled as he took another deep breath, then read from his notes and asked his next question. 

    "Is there a significant amount of spoil material passing through the breaches you've made?" 

    "Spoil material? If he means mud and all kinds of other loose crap, yes. Lots of it. Tell him I'm not having to read his lips and tell him to ask his questions a little faster. And hold the phone while I get rid of this bomb." I placed the bomb at the bottom of the wall somewhat to the right of my last assault, then zipped around for a look at the results just as another string of bombs fell from above. 

    The top of the dam between the blast zones wobbled like gelatin --as usual --but suddenly a large gout of mud broke free and slid through gaps in the center of the dam. 

    More cheering went up in the watch room as the backed-up river spewed through the narrow opening, dissolving and removing more of the earthen berm behind the rock wall. 

    When I placed another bomb above my last mark on that wall, the top of the wall gave way in a shower of debris and water and the bottom half of the wall abruptly leaned outward from the pressure above and behind it. 

    "Now we're getting somewhere," I said. "A couple of hits on the other side of the gap ought to let enough water through to keep flooding down, if nothing else. I'm getting another bomb. What else does Angleton want to ask me?" 

    "No idea, and he's currently hunkered over a computer screen with some other people, so I guess it can wait. How are you feeling, Ed?" Going upstairs for another bomb, I said, "I'm okay. So far no problems." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yeah, I'm sure, and if I have to recharge, I saw a power station just below the Interstate bridge on the way in." 

    "Okay. Just checking." 

    The ridge of rock was thinner at the top. It had sliced upward like a long, flat axe blade to bisect the river, and I wondered how that had happened, since all the slashes on Angleton's map had been going with the direction of the river. 

    Oh, well. Maybe one of the slashes had twisted somehow. All that mattered was knocking the damned thing down, and slamming the front of it with the Air Force's blockbusters seemed to be doing the trick, if rather slowly. Two more hits tore out another section of wall and created another huge gout of mud and water. Another stick of bombs from above loosened yet more mud and debris on the north side and the gout became a raging torrent of mud and water. 

    There were now four spikes of rock poking up from the riverbed and I decided to take them out, but not with Air Force bombs. They were just slender spires of rock. Boulder-bombs would do the job well enough. One by one, I flew in fast and hit the bottoms of the spikes with boulders from the debris fields. Two toppled in the rushing water, one seemed to shatter completely, and one refused to fall. I grabbed another boulder and hit it again. It fell. 

    "Ed," said Doris, "Angleton suggests that you widen your bomb attack on the wall. He thinks a lot of internal damage has occurred and that if you hit the base of it every fifty yards or so, a lot more of it will come apart quickly." 

    "Roger that. Can't hurt." 

    Angleton was right, but we didn't have confirmation of that until I'd sent three bombs at the base of the wall. The bombers dropped another pair of loads, one of which led in a straight line to the section of wall I'd hit. There was suddenly a loud 'crack' and several smaller ones as the rock split and shattered under the pressure of the mud and water behind it, then almost two hundred yards of the wall collapsed and was immediately submerged beneath a truly vast amount of mud and water flowing through the new opening. When the newest round of cheering had died down, Doris said, "They're going to stop bombing for now. The B-52's will orbit the area and you're to get your next bombs from whichever one has its bay doors open. Keep hitting the base of the dam every fifty yards. When you've finished, the bombers will start dropping again. If it's necessary, that is." 

    "Someone there has a lot of faith in this idea, huh?" She laughed. "Yes. He saw the way the rock came apart when you hit it. Expectations are officially high now." 

    "Roger that. Okay. Gotta go find a bomber." Expectations were generally correct. By the time I'd pounded the wall all the way to the eastern shore, cracks and gaps had formed along most of that portion of it. 

    I did the same on the other side, but the rock seemed somewhat thicker or tougher in some manner. Only two gaps had opened by the time I'd completed the task as directed. 

    On my way up to get a couple more bombs, Doris sent, "Stand by, Ed. We think you may have loosened things enough. The B-52's are going to hit the sides again." 

    Moving away from the river, I hovered to watch as two of the bombers again beat the hell out of the obstruction. Almost immediately, the eastern section of the wall crumbled and the river rushed over the rubble. The western side, however, looked as if it would continue to hold, but only for another few seconds. Just as someone at Doris's end was calling for another bomb run, the western wall crumbled and collapsed in a cascade of mud. 
Chapter Thirty

    When the lab's war room crowd went nuts, I dropped my link to Doris and said to April and Sara, "Well, that's it, ladies. The show's over and they can take things from here." 

    April asked, "Why did you drop your link to Doris?" 

    "If you really want me to hook back up, I will, but I'd rather not. Right now half of them are badgering Doris to tell me to get back to the lab for a party." 

    Sara sighed and said, "And you --as usual --are taking a powder instead of a bow. Why's that, Ed?" 

    "It just is. How are things going out there?" 

    "Oh, well enough," said April. "In fact, about the same as things were going the last time you asked. Look, Ed, I know you don't want to hear it, but you did well today." 

    "Yeah," said Sara. "Real well." 

    All I could think to say was, "Thanks, miladies." After a pause, April asked, "If you aren't going back to the lab, where are you going now?" 

    "Don't know. Hadn't thought about it. May just bum around St. Louis for a while. Haven't been here in years." 

    Sara suggested, "Well, someone offered you a fish dinner. Link back to us if it's really good." Her link winked off. 

    "Same here," said April. "See you later, Ed." Her link also ended. Hm. I wasn't all that fond of fish if it looked or tasted like fish, but when you dip 'em in batter and fry 'em... I decided to look for a pickup truck full of catfish. 

    It was right where I'd left it, stuck in place as traffic around it thinned. I landed on a nearby rooftop and stripped off the flight suit, put on my sneakers, and folded the suit into a six-inch by eight-inch pad, then dropped to the sidewalk below. 

    A plastic grocery store shopping bag was snagged on a decorative bush near the corner. I checked it for undesirable elements, then put the flight suit in it and walked over to look into the pickup truck. 

    Ten huge, smelly catfish gapingly stared lifelessly back at me and somehow completely lost all their previous appeal, either as unique fish or potential dinners. The old guy's grandson peered around the truck at me. 

    "Those are some big catfish," I said. 

    The kid's eyes got big as he recognized me. The old man took his eyes off the receding water long enough to say, "Yeah, that they is," then turned back to the water. 

    A moment later, he looked back again and glanced around before he quietly stated, "By God, it's you, ain't it?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yup. It's me." 

    "Where's yo' fancy silver outfit?" 

    I held up the bag. "I only need it when I'm working. It keeps my street clothes from getting messed up, and when I take it off, I don't have to put up with so much attention. I just stopped by to see those fish again before I leave." 

    "You gonna drop by fo' some fish dinner?" 

    Thumbing at the buildings behind me, I said, "No, some people seem to think I should make a report. I disagree, of course, since they got it all on film." 

    He chuckled. "Them women you was tellin' me about?" Chuckling with him, I said, "They're the only bosses I have, and they can be tough." 

    "Tougher'n you? Damn glad they yo' bosses an' not mine, then." He held out his hand for a shake and said, "Well, I gotta get these fish t'th'house. Save that address I gave ya. Stop by next time you're in town." As we shook hands, I said, "Sounds good." 

    After shaking hands with his grandson, as well, I waved goodbye as I headed up the hill into downtown St. Louis. As his truck pulled away and headed west, I realized that neither of us knew each others' names. Oh, well. If I showed up, he'd likely remember me. 

    Doris cast a link at me. I answered it. 

    "Yes'm. Here. Present." 

    "Where's 'here'?" 

    "St. Louis. I thought I'd mess around downtown." 

    "Well, think again. We'll need your report tonight." Report. Huh. Speak of the devil and it will appear. Or was she simply conniving to get me back to the lab? 

    "Milady, what would I possibly have to report that isn't common knowledge? 

We unclogged the river and you know somebody's got every minute of it on tape, whether from locals with videocams or Air Force footage." Sighing heavily, Doris said, "Ed, a lot of people would like to thank you for your efforts today. Is that so terrible?" 

    "Aw, hell, I knew it. Have 'em send cards. Then we'll have it in writing when it's time to ask for a budget increase." 

    "Look, Ed, some of these people carry a lot of weight. I can't just tell them..." 

    "Sure you can. Tell 'em I wore myself out today. That I'm in a coma from exhaustion or something. Remind them that I'm just a poor little enhancee." Her tone stiffening, Doris sent, "Do I have to make this an order, Ed?" I sent back a flat, "Go ahead. You'll be disappointed. Find a way to politely tell everybody to leave me the hell alone." 

    "Dammit, Ed, one of those people is the President. His office has called us twice already." 

    "It's expected of him and elections are coming up soon. He's just looking for a photo op and a sound byte. Let him leave a message." 

    "What about Jay Leno?" 

    "If I go on TV, I'll never have any peace and quiet again. My privacy will be shot to hell ten minutes after I sit down by his desk. We've been through all this before, Doris. I'm *not* available, so why not just level with everybody? Tell them they're wasting their time." 

    "It's probably too late to worry about anonymity, Ed. News crews were out there, you know." 

    "At a safe distance. I don't expect to see my face on TV." After a moment, she said, "What about Stella?" 

    "What about her?" 

    "She wants to see you." 

    "About what?" 

    "I don't know. She didn't say." 

    "Put her on." 

    "I can't. She's not here at the moment." 

    Dammit. More manipulation? 

    "Well, if it wasn't worth a special call, it can wait until I get back, right?" 

    In a rather frosty tone, Doris said, "I suppose so." When she said nothing more for some moments, I asked, "Hey, Doris? If you had a chance to have a sat-link chat with the Prez and be on Leno's show, would you grab it?" 

    "You've become a public figure, Ed." 

    "No, not yet I haven't, but that's what being on Leno's show would do to me. Answer the question. No hedging. Would you grab that chance? Yes or no." 

    "You made your point before, Ed." 

    "But you won't answer my question, Doris. Why is it all right for me to be thrown to the media, but not you?" 

    "I didn't do anything to deserve this attention. You did." 

    "Never mind. You've answered my question by not answering it, ma'am. You're camera-shy, too." 

    As I waited at a corner for a light to change, I realized that I actually wasn't very interested in touring St. Louis. It looked about the same as it had in 1984, plus or minus a few buildings. How about Europe? I hadn't been there in quite a while and... 

    Doris called, "Ed?" 

    "Still here, milady." 

    "There'll be a debriefing at six." 

    "Offer my apologies. Let 'em watch the tapes." In an irritated tone, Doris said, "This is business, Ed." Using a similar tone, I sent back, "It'll be a dissection of today's events at most. You don't need me for a bull session with a bunch of brass hats. Are you gonna keep badgering me? If you are, I'll stop linking with you unless April and Sara are in on it. You can call me to work, call me when you're horny, or call me just to shoot the shit, lady, but stop pestering me to come to the damned lab until..!" 

    I stopped my rant, took a breath, and said, "Sorry. I'm going off-line for a while, Doris. I'll check in with you later." 

    With that, I closed the link. I suddenly felt rather tired, but it was from emotion, not from exertion. I don't like arguing with the ladies; I'd much rather be nibbling on them. 

    "Hey," said a woman's voice from a nearby doorway, "Are you all right? 

You've been standing there for quite a while." 

    She was about forty and well-dressed and was turning a key in a storefront door. I glanced at the store's window, in which a sign exhorted me to "See Sunny Italy!" 

    I chose to take it as a sign from the gods instead of an ad for a two-week tour. 

    "I'm fine," I told her. "Just thinking. Maybe it's time for me to see Europe again." 

    Her big grin was undoubtedly fueled by the thought that she might sell me a cruise. It faded somewhat in her confusion as I took off my sneakers and opened my bag to take out the flight suit. It faded completely as I put the suit on and stuffed the sneakers into the top before I zipped it. 

    "Bye," I said, then lifted to find I-44 and head for Texas. Passport, money, credit cards. Clothes? Yeah, but just jeans and shirts and like that. One small bag. Anything fancy I could buy as needed when I got there. 

    First stop? Hm. Something to think about. Also which country and how to enter it. Couldn't just drop in at an airport, could I? Or could I? Why not? 

Land and walk up to the terminus with my one piece of luggage. So what if I didn't get off an airplane with a herd of other people? 

    Hm. Luggage. Should have taken that duffle-bag sized flight bag when it was offered. Oh, well. Backup plan: stuff everything into the flight suit and buy a suitcase there? 

    No, just UPS my stuff to... where? Got it. I could call Andrew at the

'Citizens of the World' London office and tell him to expect a package addressed to me. 

    And if he wasn't there anymore, I could send it to an American Express office for pickup. Whups. No. My name would ring bureaucratic bells after today. Better to enter some country as quietly as possible and get lost in the crowd. 

    Hm. Not completely possible. Any hotel would hold my passport against payment, and foreign hotel guests were quietly recorded by Interpol and other agencies. 

    Shit. What about... No. Wouldn't work. 

    Wait a minute. Mags still owned a Mercedes dealership in Frankfurt in 1995. If I couldn't locate Andrew, she'd receive a package for me, no sweat. With or without a phone call. In fact, she'd know better than to call me about it. So would Andrew. They'd assume there were surveillance issues at my end. Oh, hell. Surveillance didn't matter. I could just drop by the Dallas office, sign out a damned flight bag, and haul my stuff with me. Much simpler. Just drop into an airport or a seaport and get my passport stamped. Then where? 

    Big fat shrug. From there it didn't really matter where, as long as I touched down as necessary to let the border guards stamp my passport. Possible problems? None that I could see. Dallas became a visible blot on the horizon as I followed I-35 south from Oklahoma City. Linda would be in charge of the Dallas office on a weekend and she'd likely be there until six or so. 

    Could be better; could be worse. Linda and I worked well enough together on a few occasions, but I'd found her company irritating enough that I'd never spent much time socializing with her. 

    Landing on the roof, I walked to the stairwell door and poked my code into the keypad, knowing full well that it was being recorded and sent to an access database. Oh, well. I flew downstairs and across the hall to the elevators. Lisa looked up with a quizzical expression as I entered the eighth-floor offices. 

    "Hi, Ed. I saw you on the news today. Well, I saw someone and figured it had to be you, anyway. I thought you'd still be in St. Louis, accepting the key to the city or something." 

    Glancing at myself as if looking for something, I said, "Huh. I seem to be here in Dallas, so I guess not." 

    She gave me an insincere little smirk and said, "Very funny. Since Doris is at the lab and April and Sara are out in space somewhere and you aren't working a local case, I'm probably supposed to at least ask you why you're here today." 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah, prob'ly so. I want a flight bag." Her eyebrow went up. "What for?" 

    "No, the question should be 'what size?', ma'am." Lisa flatly repeated, "What for?" 

    Giving her a 'you really oughta know this stuff' look, I said, "To carry things at relatively high speeds, of course." 

    "What kind of things?" 

    Was she stalling, or just giving me a hard time? Or both? Had Doris said, 

'Let me know if Ed shows up'? 

    "Things I may have to carry," I said. "Are you going to issue me a bag or not?" 

    In response, she tapped her keyboard, called up a requisition form, and swiveled the flat monitor around as she shoved the keyboard across her desk. 

    "Fill that out while I see what we have in stock." 

    "You have three sizes in stock," I said, typing in the info. "I helped Mary put them in storage last month." 

    Flipping the monitor back around and shoving the keyboard back across the desk, I said, "I'll take a large," adding, "In silver, please," as if they came in other colors. 

    "I'll be damned," muttered Linda, "You can type." 

    "That's where the girls were in high school. That and Home Ec, and I never did have an urge to cook. The bag?" 

    Sure enough, as I'd expected, the phone rang. Linda answered it and handed it toward me. 

    "Who is it?" I asked. 

    "Doris." 

    I said, "Tell her to link," and headed past her desk to the storage room, where I located a flight bag. 

    Linda yelled, "Hey! You can't..." but by that time I'd picked a bag and started back. 

    "One large flight bag, as requested," I said. "See ya." Lifting, I headed for the corridor. A loud buzz sounded as the doors rolled together and locked in front of me. I landed and turned to Linda. 

    "Linda, open those goddamned doors or I will." Maybe something in my tone got to her; she bit her lip and looked rather nervous as she held the phone toward me. 

    Ignoring her, I linked to Doris and asked without preamble, "What the hell's going on, Doris?" 

    "I'm sorry, Ed, but we need to talk, and I thought that if you could actually hear my voice..." 

    "Your mental voice is just as smooth and delicious as your physical voice, Doris. Why the hell are those doors locked?" 

    "Because there's a debriefing at six, and..." 

    "Try again, and do it quick. Those doors won't be there any longer than my patience." 

    Her voice was almost plaintive. "Ed, the President is coming to the lab! 

He won't be put off!" 

    "Same answer, less patience." 

    I went to Linda's desk to look for two buttons; one that locked the doors and one that unlocked them. Linda hurriedly locked her desk drawers and kicked her chair away from the desk, dropping the key between her boobs as she rolled. 

    Letting Doris see her actions, I said aloud as well as through our link, 

"This is getting out of hand, Doris." 

    "No, Ed, you're getting out of hand. Debriefings are standard procedure after an op." 

    "Not this time," I sent as I gripped the top of the desk and the drawer handle. The handle broke, of course. I put my hand through the front of the drawer and yanked the panel off, then tore the lock mechanism out and handed it to Linda. 

    She took it with an expression bordering fear. I ignored her and yanked open three drawers before I found the buttons. After I got the doors open, I headed for the corridor again. 

    "Like I said, ma'am; call me for a job. Call me when you need some company. Don't call me with bureaucratic crap." 

    As I headed up the stairs to the roof, I added, "Also like I said, I'm going offline for a while. Call it a vacation. Link if there's an emergency." With that, I dropped the link again. It wasn't the first time Doris had royally pissed me off. We'd lived together for a while, and toward the end I was ready to get the hell away from her. 

    Some months later, we'd rediscovered ourselves when Sara had gone slightly nuts due to a super hormonal surge, but it had seemed to me that Doris had come to think of herself as my boss in ways above and beyond the job. The roof door opened for my code. Either Linda had better sense than to take another shot at locking me in or Doris had told her not to. When I got to the farm, Stephanie supervised as I packed a few things and tossed my suitcase and backpack in the flight bag. I sat back on the couch with Stephie on my lap to think about what I might need that I'd forgotten. 

    "Yahhh," said Stephie, looking up at me with concern. Setting my thoughts aside, I spent most of my attention on her for a few minutes, then carried her to the kitchen to put a bit of milk in a bowl for her. 

    I was writing a check to Brenda for utilities when she knocked on my storm door. Tearing the check out of the book as I went to the door, I let her in. 

    "Hi," she said, "I saw the lights on, so I came over." 

    "Hi, Brenda. This check's for you. For bills while I'm gone." 

    "Gone? Where are you off to?" 

    "Europe. Don't know how long I'll be gone." Stepping inside, Brenda crossed the living room and stood in the kitchen doorway as she watched Stephie finish her milk as she asked, "You got into it with Doris again, huh?" 

    "Yes and no. The issue was trivial --it's one we've had before a few times --and it would have died down on its own eventually. I just realized that I need to get away from everything for a while, so I'm doing it." Clutching her breast with exaggerated drama, Brenda glanced at Stephie and asked, "Everything?" 

    Matching her act with one of abject apology, I said, "So sorry, ma'am. Make that 'most everything'. You --and Stephie --aren't part of the pile, of course." 

    Dropping into a chair at the dining table, she grinningly said, "Well, that's a relief. Are you going anywhere in particular over there, or just bumming around?" 

    "Just touring; I'll be looking for whatever I missed the last time through. I'll drop by the farm now and then." 

    "That's a long way to come to just 'drop by', Ed. From Europe to Texas?" With a slight shake of my head, I said, "Not a problem, Brenda. No sweat." 

    "What about your mail?" 

    "Let it pile up on the couch and I'll root through it when I visit. And look in the fridge while you're here. See if you want the perishables." As I picked up Stephie's empty dish and rinsed it, Brenda rose to open the fridge and chuckled, "Other than half a loaf of rye bread, there aren't any perishables." 

    I hadn't looked in the fridge for a week or more. Looking over her shoulder, I saw a few beers and a Dr Pepper. 

    "That's all? You checked the freezer?" 

    "That's all. Well, some mustard, too, here in the door." Gesturing magnanimously, I said, "Well, they're yours, ma'am. Take 'em with my blessings, but leave the drinks." 

    Taking the bread and closing the fridge door, she asked, "You aren't leaving because of what Frank said, are you?" 

    Grinning, I said, "Nope. That's not even a little of it. You heard about St. Louis?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Yes, we saw it on the news and figured it was you, but I didn't want to say anything if you didn't." 

    "You definitely know me pretty well, ma'am. Too bad you're married. At any rate, Doris wanted me to make an appearance, and I gave her the standard response. She pushed. I pushed back. We both got tense about it and I suddenly realized that... Well, let me back up a little. I'm not the me I was Friday night. That nuke changed me, Brenda. Faster, stronger. And I don't have to recharge very often at all, it seems." 

    Slightly peering at me, she asked, "So? How does all that suddenly make you a tourist?" 

    I shrugged. "It doesn't. Well, yes it does, actually. Sort of, anyway. Flying the Atlantic used to wipe me out. Not now. I could literally go to the moon and back on one full zap. Maybe farther. A lot faster, too, and with juice left over." 

    Sighing, I said, "But what this is really about is me being bored shitless between emergencies, I think. I need some new faces and places. I met a new face Friday night, but now she's at the lab and she isn't enhanced, so she can't play. Other than that, I'm pretty sure I'm just plain damned bored, so I'm doing something about it." 

    Brenda nodded and leaned to kiss me, then said, "Well, as long as it isn't anything we said or did. You're leaving tonight?" 

    "Yup. Probably not long after you leave, in fact." She snickered and asked, "Is that a hint?" 

    "No, it isn't a hint. It's just the plan at the moment. I thought I'd rig a dryer cord and soak up some juice before I go. On general principles, y'know." 

    Nodding again, she said, "Frank has one he saved from our old dryer. I'll get it for you," and headed for the front door. 

    Opening a beer, I sat down to make Stephie a lap and considered something I hadn't before; recharging in Europe. At the very least, I'd need something I could plug into the wall over there, preferably with a governor on it that would keep me from blowing the fuses in a hotel or wherever. No problem; I'd have something made in an appliance store in Britain. Anything else? Couldn't think of what it might be. I had my boots and sneaks, credit cards, checkbook, cash, passport, two extra pairs of jeans, and six shirts. 

    In my backpack were my laptop and various cables for it, a set of backup CD's that would restore it if it crashed, and a paperback book. I could get anything else I needed over there. 

    Frank came back with Brenda some minutes later. At the kitchen table, he spliced something into the dryer cord that he said would prevent me from drawing more than thirty amps, then slid the cord to me and closed his toolbox. 

    Brenda took Stephie off my lap saying, "Safety first." When I plugged the cord into the dryer socket and gripped the ends of the wires, the flow of electricity felt so light that I wondered if he'd made some kind of mistake. 

    "I can barely feel it, Frank. How much is getting through?" Glancing at Brenda with surprise, he said, "Thirty amps. I --we --can't be sure that there'll be a fifty-amp breaker on every line you might tap, but thirty's no sweat." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Okay. Just wondered." 

    Holding the cable ends was inconvenient. I stuffed the bare leads into my shoes to make firm contact with my feet and sat sipping beer as we talked for close to an hour before they said their goodbyes and left with Stephanie. While I was sure the extra juice would be useful, I hadn't felt particularly 'hungry' when I'd hooked up and really hadn't noticed any obvious change in my energy reserves. 

    Oh, well. I wasn't in any particular hurry, so I turned on the TV, opened another beer, and sat at the kitchen table. Holding the TV remote while charging myself seemed likely to be a bad idea, so I set the remote on the table, stuffed the cable ends back in my shoes, and flipped channels by tapping the remote with a plastic long-handled spoon. 

    The guide showed that a pair of new science fiction movies were on the night's agenda, so I decided to let my charging continue and watched both of them. 

    At one in the morning the movies were finished and I still hadn't noticed any particular enhancement of my power reserves. I unplugged the dryer cord, took a shower, and went to bed rather than arrive in Europe at an inconvenient hour. 

    Brenda's knocking on my door woke me around seven in the morning. I told her why I'd stayed overnight and we had coffee together before I took off. To protect my laptop and a few other items in the flight bag from extreme temperatures and pressure changes, I made the trip to Europe at about mach three, staying within a thousand feet or so of the water. A coastline appeared and I slowed to subsonic speed to avoid popping native windows. Flying inland to the first major highway that led north, I followed it until I saw a sign that said, 'Lisboa - 131km'. I was in Portugal. Hm. Not my first choice of landing zones, really. Not even my second or third. Heading back out to sea, I returned to mach three and cruised around the corner of Portugal, then headed back to shore. This beach was damned near a straight line to the north and south. Heading inland, I found another northbound highway and followed it through farmlands until signs let me know I was nearing Bordeaux. 

    Kewl; I knew from a 1972 road trip that Paris and Orly airport were a few hundred miles up that highway. 

    As I flew past Bordeaux, Doris sent a link request. 

    "Yes, Doris?" I answered. 

    "I'm back in Dallas," she said. "Stella's still at the lab; she wants to go over test results with them. Would you mind if I came out to visit for a bit?" 

    "I'm not at the farm, Doris. I'm a few miles outside Paris." 

    "Paris? What's in Paris? I drove through there once, and..." 

    "Not Paris, Texas, ma'am. Paris, France." 

    For a moment she said nothing, then, "Uh... May I ask why you're in Europe, Ed?" 

    "Sure. I'm a tourist. As soon as I get to Paris, I'll stop at Orly airport and get my passport stamped so I'll be legal." 

    Another moment of silence passed before she asked, "Are you kidding me? 

Are you really in France?" 

    As I entered Paris, I let her see what I was seeing and said, "Yup. What's on your mind, Doris?" 

    "Ahh... Never mind that right now. How long are you going to be over there?" 

    "Don't know. Until I get tired of being a tourist, I guess." 

    "But... But what if something happens here in the US?" 

    "Just gimme a holler. I'll zip right over. Is there anything else, ma'am?" 

    "Uh, no. I guess not." 

    I said, "Okay. Later, then," and dropped the link. Spotting a lot of air traffic ahead and to the right a bit, I headed that way, taking a position just above a big jet to avoid becoming a traffic hazard. 

    Once the jet was on the ground, I landed on it and rode it to the terminal, where what seemed like an unnecessary number of French cops of one sort or other clustered around the plane and demanded that I surrender. In rusty, dusty, barely-remembered French, I said, "Sure, guys," and dropped to the concrete. 

    They were a bunch of obstreperous bastards, of course, partly because they were cops with an airport to protect and partly because I was an American who'd arrived in a rather unorthodox manner. I decided to stay in my flight suit until things were settled. 

    They wanted to see my identification. I showed them my passport, but didn't let go of it. One of them tried to take my bag. I wouldn't let go of it, either, and a cop who spoke English told me they only wanted to inspect it. 

    I said, "The customs people can do that when they stamp my passport." 

    "I think perhaps they may not stamp your passport. You did not arrive in a conventional manner. You have no ticket." 

    Lifting off the ground, I said, "I don't need a ticket to fly." 

    "No, but if you wish to be considered a tourist, you must be in possession of a return ticket..." 

    Holding up a hand, I said, "Those rules are for people who arrive in aircraft and trains. If I'd arrived in a car from Germany or Belgium, they wouldn't apply to me, and since I don't need wings or wheels to get around, they don't apply to me." 

    He chattered with a couple of other guys for a few minutes, then came back to me to say, "You will be taken to a lounge where you will wait for our commander. He will decide your fate in our country." Uh, huh. He might decide whether I came into Europe through Orly, but if he gave me any shit, I'd just lift off and continue north to Heathrow. As it happened, the guy was very reasonable and spoke excellent English. He gave me a coffee and we talked as he looked at my passport and asked me my purpose in France. 

    "Just a tourist," I said. "I needed to get away for a while." 

    "You didn't bring much luggage." 

    Grinning, I said, "I brought money, instead. I'll get anything else I may need over here." 

    "I see. Please wait here." 

    He was gone about fifteen minutes. When he came back, he handed me my passport and took me to the customs office, where I skinned out of my flight suit and they went through my flight bag and stamped my passport. The cop said, "Your government was most surprised to hear that you were in France, sir." 

    Laughing, I said, "I didn't tell them I was leaving." 

    "So you really are just a tourist?" 

    "Yup. I'm just taking a break from it all because I can." Nodding, he said, "Enjoy your visit. I must go now, but this woman will see you to the concourse." 

    He turned me over to a lady cop who took me to the terminal's main concourse and watched me leave the building through the front doors. All I had to do now was decide where to go first. 
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