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Chapter One

    The woman 'manning' the campground's gate waved Ed Cade through after a glance at his event pass. He parked his bronze '84 Olds Eighty-eight where the shade of an oak tree would be during most of the afternoon and sat looking around the campground for a few moments. 

    There were about fifty tents of all sizes set up among the trees and about half that many cars in the zone roped off for parking. Another couple of cars entered the campground as he sipped the last of his coffee from his mug. Although it was the first day of a three-day pagan festival, Cade didn't expect to see really large numbers of people until later in the afternoon and evening, when those who couldn't take Friday off would arrive. The campground was part of a nudist resort, so as the day progressed, some of the attendees would bother with clothes and some wouldn't. Because such events were the only times a lot of them got naked or nearly so, many would wind up seeking relief from sunburns in sensitive regions. Saturday would be like a '60's hippie-convention, replete with longhairs and bright, flowing clothing when any clothing was worn at all, lots of beads and odd and gaudy jewelry, and bare feet or sandals. 

    A few tents had been erected over some of the spaces along 'dealer's row'. Some of the tents still glistened with early morning dew, indicating that they'd been put up the night before. Other tents and fly-tarps were going up as he watched. 

    Two women --one blonde, one brunette --were arranging items on a folding table in the second 'booth' from the beginning of the row. Both were wearing cutoff jeans, but while the brunette wore a tee-shirt, the blonde wore what looked to be a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled above her elbows. The brunette said something, pointed at a section of table, and picked up two apparently empty boxes, then carried them to a brown Dodge van in the row of spaces behind Cade's car. 

    Oops. He'd been fooled by long hair and distance. The brunette now appeared to be a skinny little guy, but something was wrong with the overall picture. 

    Hm. No hair on his arms or legs, thin-line eyebrows, and he didn't walk with a confident stride; he took quick little steps and hip-slipped around the post that marked the end of the parking lot, waving effeminately and smiling at Cade as he moved toward one of the cars. 

    Nodding in return, Cade let his eyes return to the blonde, who had continued setting up the display. She straightened, stood with hands on hips, scanned the table thoughtfully, and nodded slightly as if satisfied. She then stretched --rather gloriously, Cade thought --and looked around the encampment and the parking lot. Hm, again. The blonde was undeniably female, judging by the way she filled the upper front of her shirt. Unless, of course, she wasn't, Cade amended. 

    That was always a possibility in these days of gender confusion and silicone implants, and her little friend was pretty obviously gay. Cade had once met a guy with store-bought boobs. A car had died in the middle of a downtown Tampa street at rush hour. Cade had parked his car and gone to help push the disabled car out of traffic. 

    As Cade approached, he saw that the driver was a slim brunette woman and he was more than a little surprised to see her get out to push against the driver's door, steering the car toward the curb while traffic was stopped for a red light. 

    He added his strength to hers by pushing against the trunk and the surprised woman turned to look back briefly and say, "Thanks!" as the car surged forward at a quicker pace. 

    She wore a frilly blouse and way too much makeup. He'd seen her dark skirt and low-heeled pumps as he'd approached; her outfit kind of reminded Cade of the woman who managed his bank. 

    When the car finally stopped on a side street, the woman pantingly slumped into the front seat and muttered something profane about her luck as she brushed off her skirt, then she reached for a cell phone and dialed. After resting a moment to catch his breath, Cade had walked around the car to see if she had some kind of plan to deal with her situation. She'd loosened her blouse so she could pat herself dry with a wad of kleenex, and Cade could see her hefty boobs bobbling back and forth as she alternated between dialing and patting. 

    Before Cade could speak, the woman fluttered a ten-dollar bill at him and chattered, "Oh, thank you so much! I was so afraid one of those damned fools out there would run into me!" 

    The voice --although deliberately softened --belonged to a man, as did the adam's apple that bobbed as 'she' spoke. Cade stopped by the rear passenger door and peered at the driver for a moment. 

    Yeah, he'd been right. Heavy makeup. Very heavy. A fluffy hairdo. Frilly blouse above a sedate skirt. Too much chin, just a hint of beard stubble, and an effing adam's apple. A tranny. 

    Oh, well. A tranny with a dead car is no better off than anyone else with a dead car. 

    Cade shrugged mentally and asked, "You have Triple-A?" Smiling and again holding the ten toward Cade, the guy said in a less agitated tone, "No, but I have a friend who can take me to work. I can come back for this piece of junk later." 

    He thumbed the reset button on the cell phone and redialed, then added, 

"If I can find him, that is. He's supposed to be home, but he isn't answering." 

    Waving away the ten, Cade asked, "Did the car just die out there? What happened when it quit?" 

    Pointing and gesturing with the hand that held the money, the guy said, 

"It just quit running at the light and I couldn't get it started again." Hm. The gas gauge read half-full. Cade told the guy to turn the key. He heard the fuel pump whine, then the engine cranked, but it wouldn't start. Cade smelled raw gasoline and reached for the hood release. Opening the hood, Cade glanced around the engine. It was carbureted, not fuel injected. It seemed awfully hot, but it was a four cylinder and they normally ran around two hundred. 

    Then he spotted the empty radiator reservoir. Using one of his paper-towel handkerchiefs to protect his hand, Cade squeezed the upper radiator hose. Empty. 

    Pulling out his belt knife, he rapped the brass butt of it on the side of the radiator and heard the hollowness within it. The car had run out of coolant and overheated, that's all. Well, most likely, anyway. Cade bent the copper gas line a bit farther away from the engine and checked the oil. The stick came up dry. Down two quarts, at least. Yeah, that would do it in a little engine. 

    The guy was having no luck reaching anybody by phone and swore as he bitched about being late for work. 

    Letting the hood down, Cade said, "Your radiator's empty and your oil's way low. Overheating can make a bubble in the fuel line and then pumping it probably flooded it..." 

    Looking completely baffled and somewhat irritated, the guy shrugged and asked, "So why are you telling me about it? I don't know squat about cars. If I did, I'd be trying to fix it instead of trying to find a ride." Cade said nothing for a moment, then pointed up the street and said, "If you're up to it, I'll help you push it to the end of the block. At the convenience store we can put some oil and water in it, let it cool down some, and it'll probably start." 

    Looking up from dialing his cell phone, the guy asked, "And what if it doesn't? Then we'll have pushed it another whole block for nothing." 

    "Nothing? Hardly. It'll be in front of a convenience store instead of in a no-parking zone." 

    The guy got out and looked at the red curb, swore, and almost kicked the left front tire. Only almost. He caught himself just in time and turned the kick into a hop to kill the momentum. 

    Apparently gathering himself for a moment, he sighed deeply, let the cell phone fall to the car seat, then put a hand on the steering wheel and a shoulder to the car door as he rather resignedly said, "Okay. Ready when you are." 

    At the store, Cade had the guy buy a jug of anti-freeze, two quarts of oil, and a can of lighter fluid, then he used a handful of paper towels as a shield when he popped the tab on the radiator cap. 

    After the initial hiss and a tiny bit of steam, he removed the cap. A whole jug of anti-freeze and half a jug of water filled the radiator. Both cans of oil nearly filled the crankcase properly, but there was still some room on the dipstick's gauge-zone. 

    Cade opened the carburetor and squirted in some lighter fluid, then told the guy to try again to start the car without giving it any gas. It started, faltered, and then the engine smoothed out. 

    The guy with the boobs was overjoyed. He got out of the car grinning like an idiot and stood bouncing up and down and clapping his hands like a game-show contestant. 

    Cade managed to avoid an enthusiastic hug by looking for radiator and hose leaks, then he closed the hood and very obviously wiped black engine muck off his hands to keep the guy at a distance. 

    "All set," said Cade. "This wasn't the car's fault, y'know. Check your oil, water, and transmission fluid once a week. Do it or you'll be pushing it again someday soon." 

    The guy nodded happily, then dashed around the open door to lean into the car. Cade headed for the store doors to get out of the Florida sun and get a cold Dr Pepper. 

    "Wait! Wait!" yelled the guy. 

    He came dashing around the car waving a couple of bills and joyously stuck them in Cade's shirt pocket. 

    "Thankyouthankyouthankyou!" he prattled, then he hurried to hop in his car and get underway again. 

    Taking the two bills out of his pocket, Cade saw that one was a ten and the other was a twenty. It seemed a bit much for sharing some car knowledge and a push, but the guy was already gunning it out of the store's parking lot. Cade shrugged and went inside the store. 

    Breaking his remembrance of meeting the boob-guy, the booth-blonde's sweeping gaze met Cade's across the sixty feet or so of newly-mown field in which the event was being held. 

    After a moment, she nodded and smiled at him. He returned the nod and added a slight wave by raising his right hand in a two-fingered salute. She had to duck to step out of the tent as she walked a few paces into the aisleway to stand by a trash barrel and turn to look at her booth display. As she reached up to shade her eyes a bit against the rising Florida sun, Cade noted her height. A 55-gallon drum is about four feet tall. The blonde was almost half again as tall as the drum; possibly close to six feet. Wowsers. 

    Unlike many tall women, she wasn't particularly thin. Her legs below the cutoffs were well-shaped, and even at that distance, Cade could see her thigh and calf muscles stand out as she cocked a leg and gave the display some more thought. 

    Cade guessed she might weigh between one-forty and one-fifty-five; he couldn't begin to guess her waist size under that baggy shirt. Another note; unless she was somehow padding her cutoffs, her curves were real. A spot of light flickered around the interior of the car. Cade glanced up at his rearview mirror to see the skinny little guy walk behind the Olds, his shiny pendant again reflecting a spot of sunlight around the interior. The guy moved to stand between Cade's car and the one on his left. Returning his gaze to the blonde, Cade watched her put her hands on her hips and step back another few paces to check the booth display again, then she raised both hands to sweep her hair back as she returned to the booth with several long, graceful strides. 

    As if talking to himself, Cade said aloud, "Well, damn. I've only been here five minutes and I may already have seen a real, live pagan goddess." Reaching across the seat for his coffee mug, Cade opened the door and swung a leg out, then froze as if he hadn't known the guy was there. The guy looked at him with amusement. 

    "So you think she's a real, live goddess, huh?" he asked. Cade finished getting out of the car and stood up, then gestured at the distance between the booth and his car and added, "At this range she is. Have to get closer to be sure." 

    Holding up his mug and trying hard to ignore the skinny guy's severely plucked eyebrows, Cade asked, "Does anyone on this side of the lake have any coffee, or will I have to walk all the way around to the clubhouse?" Ignoring Cade's question about coffee, the guy eyed him another moment, then stuck out his hand and said, "I'm James. Jamie to friends." It was a blatantly obvious test of acceptance. 

    What the hell; Cade didn't care about James's sexual prefs any more than he cared about his politics. 

    Shaking hands with him, Cade said, "I guess that makes you Jamie, then. I'm Ed. I saw you come out of that booth. What kind of stuff do you sell?" Jamie continued studying Cade for a moment before he shrugged and said, 

"Oh, this and that. You know; the kind of stuff everybody sells at these events. It's easier to show you than tell you." He pointed at Cade's mug and smiled as he said, "And we may even have some coffee left. Helen lives on the stuff. C'mon." 

    As Jamie pivoted and started toward the booth, Cade asked, "Helen's the blonde?" 

    With a fat grin, Jamie said, "Yeah. Your pagan goddess's name is Helen. I'm going to tell her you said that, you know." 

    Cade shrugged, grinned back, and said, "If I don't beat you to it, feel free. I'm not real shy." 

    Jamie gave a rather ladylike snort of laughter that turned into a soft chuckle and said, "Yeah, right. We'll see how shy you aren't. She scares the hell out of most guys." 

    "That's probably because they're insecure to start with." Another quick laugh escaped Jamie. 

    "And you don't have any insecurities?" 

    "Not many, and damned few of them have anything to do with other people. Besides, for the time being, this meeting is about coffee and maybe watching each others' booths later." 

    Stopping in startlement, Jamie asked, "You have a booth?" Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. One space away from yours. It isn't really mine, though. A friend set things up last night, then took a friend of hers to the emergency room early this morning. She called me around five a.m. to ask me to set her stuff up and handle things until she gets here." 

    "Your friend's a her?" 

    "Yeah. She has a shop in New Port Richey and wholesales my stoneware stuff. Hm. Make that 'our' stoneware stuff. I have a partner who actually makes it. I just design it, handle email orders, and make pages for the website." 

    Apparently truly surprised, Jamie asked, "The website? You can make websites?" 

    Nodding again, Cade said, "I scan stuff, make pages, send 'em up to a server, all that." 

    Jamie seemed thoughtful as he led off again. As they approached the tent, Cade looked up and saw a stained wood plaque with the words 'Helen's Emporium' 

painted in gold. 

    The stereo in the next booth was softly playing new age music; that is, the music itself was soft-toned, with a muted drumbeat and gentle chorals interspersed with the tinkle of what sounded like wind chimes. It was dull, droning stuff, but exactly what people expected to hear in an incense booth. As they rounded the edge of the tent and entered past the display table, Cade saw Helen standing by the open rear of the tent. She was facing the lake, sipping from a big stoneware mug, and moving in a muted sort of dance to music from her radio headphones. 

    Yup. Damned near six feet tall. Thirty? Not quite thirty? Well-muscled under a masking veneer of soft-looking skin. Hair below her shoulders, flowing freely except where it was anchored by the headphones. 

    The campground was still fairly quiet and Cade could very faintly hear her music --'She's Got the Look,' a Prince tune from the eighties --from more than ten feet away as Jamie moved ahead to make introductions. Cade looked at the stuff on their display table. Crystals and handmade wands, wire jewelry, some hefty chunks of quartz in various colors, and some enameled copper pendants. It was nice stuff, thoughtfully made. Intricate designs, too. 

    Jamie moved into Helen's range of view and waved his hands in a classic

'Earth to Helen!' sort of gesture, then thumbed back toward Cade. Helen swiveled slightly in her dance and continued dancing as she sipped her coffee and regarded Cade in an apparently thoughtful manner. Cade gave her another of his little two-finger salutes and grinned, then joined Jamie at the coffee pot that sat atop a hibachi-style grill a little to one side of things. 

    "She likes the eighties stuff, huh?" 

    Looking up from pouring coffee, Jamie asked, "How the hell did you know that?" 

    "She was listening to Prince's 'She's Got the Look'." 

    "You can hear what she's listening to?" 

    "Yup. Now it's 'Rock of Ages'. Def Leppard. Must be one-oh-one-point-five. They play a lot of eighties stuff." 

    In apparent amazement, Jamie handed the coffee pot to Cade and went to stand next to Helen, where he listened intently as she gave him a quizzical, grinning gaze without interrupting her dancing. 

    Returning to the hibachi, Jamie said, "I can't believe you can hear that from all the way over here." 

    Shrugging, Cade added some cold water to his coffee and sipped it. A bit hot, but another shot of cold water fixed it. He turned to watch Helen dance and danced with her a little as he softly sang along with the chorus and a couple of lines he vaguely remembered. 

    Helen grinned hugely and eyed Cade as she sipped her coffee --during which Cade noted with a measure of relief that she had no adam's apple --then she pointed to the lawn chairs and headed for them, still dancing. Settling into a chair, she gestured to the one next to it. Cade nodded and went to sit down as she took off her earphones and turned off the radio. Extending a hand, Cade said, "Hi, I'm Ed." 

    She took his hand and firmly matched his gentle grip as she said in a rich contralto, "I'm Helen. How's the coffee? If it's good, I made it. If it's bad, he made it." 

    "You made it, then." 

    Jamie was still fussing with his coffee as he said, "Helen, he could hear what you were listening to all the way over here." 

    "Not everybody's deaf, sweetie," said Helen. "And it could be he's just more aware of things." Turning back to Cade she gave him a raised eyebrow and grinningly asked, "Is that it? You're just more aware of things?" 

    "Maybe so. For some blonde reason I just happened to be looking in the right direction, too. That helps, you know." 

    Her grin widened and she peered squintingly at Cade as she asked, "Was that a... rather subdued... compliment?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. Very definitely. Would you like one that's considerably less subdued?" 

    "Oh, sure!" she said brightly, going through the motions of pretending to brace herself in the lawnchair. "Okay. I think I'm ready now. Shoot." 

    "Jamie," said Cade, "Tell her what I said at the car." Jamie looked startled for a moment, then grinned and said, "Okay. I quote, 

'Well, damn. I've only been here five minutes and I may already have seen a real, live pagan goddess.'" 

    Looking at Cade with surprise, then with apparent doubt, Helen asked, "Did you really say that, or did you guys just cook this up to tease me?" 

    "No joke, milady," said Cade. "He pretty much nailed it. I think that's almost exactly what I said." 

    Her peering gaze fixed on Jamie, who shrugged and gave her an innocent look as he said, "Really! That's what he said!" 

    "Who was he talking to? You?" 

    "No. He was just talking to himself in the car. While he was staring at you, you know?" 

    "And you just happened to be close enough to hear him?" Trying to look and sound unjustly accused, Jamie said, "Well, I was kind of standing behind his car. I mean, well, beside it, really. Sort of. Close enough to hear him, anyway." 

    "Uh, huh. He doesn't look particularly gay, Jamie. Why were you standing beside his car?" 

    Jamie sighed loudly and exasperatedly and sounded like a valley girl as he said, "Well, duuhh? How was I supposed to know anything about him until I met him?" 

    Helen snickered, then turned back to study Cade before she asked, "Well? 

Does Jamie stand a chance in hell with you?" 

    Cade gave her a slight shake of his head. "Nope." With a grin, Helen said, "I kind of didn't think so." For some moments Helen and Cade sat sipping coffee and studying each other. 

    Jamie became agitated and came over to unfold another lawn chair and sit near Helen as he said, "He's got the booth on the other side of Raven's." One of Helen's eyebrows went up as she regarded Cade, but when she said nothing, neither did Cade. Fidgeting for another couple of moments, Jamie spoke again. 

    "Helen, he says he does webpages." 

    Helen's eyebrow stayed up and her head tilted slightly as she looked at Cade, then she turned to Jamie to say, "We've talked about that already, Jamie. Too expensive for now." 

    "How expensive?" asked Cade. "Prices can vary. A lot." Facing him, Helen said, "Seventy to register a name, fifteen a month for a place to put the pages --a host, I think it's called --and the cost of having the pages made. The lowest bidder so far wanted eight hundred for making them." 

    Shaking his head as he reached in a shirt pocket, Cade said, "Damn. Yeah, that's expensive, all right. I like my solution better. I bought a book about HTML back in 1993, made some pages, registered the name 'WiccaWorks.com', and put the pages on the space that came with our ISP account. I also put a copy of them on a free website so I'd have an extra twenty megs of space for pictures and writings." 

    Jamie incredulously asked, "A free website?!" 

    "Yup. Free. But they put a little banner ad at the top of each page. It might be an ad for clothes or Coke or Chevy or anybody else who can afford it. No porn, though. The ads are no biggie; they scroll up and out of view." Jamie switched his excited gaze to Helen. 

    She ignored him and her eyes narrowed as she peered at Cade and asked, 

"You're saying that since you were online anyway, all you actually paid for is your name registration?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. The main sales site is small enough to fit on the space that comes with the ISP account and there are no banner ads or pop-ups there. Extra stuff --clip art and other freebies --go on the free site. I'll show you my setup on my laptop later, if you want." Grinning hugely, Jamie exclaimed, "We want! We want!" Helen smiled at his outburst, then said, "Yes. We'd like to see what you've done." Turning to Jamie, she added, "But there's still the cost of the pages." 

    "Well, actually," said Cade, "They could wind up being pretty cheap. If you have pictures of your stuff and you like what you see of my site, I can clone my pages and change the words and pictures, then set you up with a free site. You can register your dot-com name and have it link to your free site, and if you don't want banner ads or pop-ups, give the ISP five bucks a month and you won't have them." 

    As if they'd been let in on the secrets of the universe, Jamie excitedly grabbed Helen's arm and hissingly squeaked, "Helen! We can use the pictures we used in the catalog! We gotta do this Helen! Holy shit! We can be on-line in a week!" 

    "Sooner," said Cade. "By tomorrow, probably. But the name registration would take a couple of days." 

    Putting a hand on his, Helen sharply regarded Cade and asked, "There's no catch? That's really all there is to it?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. That's really all there is to it. I can give you a copy of the software I use for page-making, too. Legally, that is. Here's one of my business cards." 

    She looked at the card he handed her as she asked, "How much would you charge to make the pages?" 

    "Well, since I'm not having to design things from scratch, twenty bucks a page. Or less. It depends on how many pictures I'll have to scan and how much typing is involved. Fact is; if you can type, I'll just show you where to type in what you want about your stuff, then format it for you when it's ready. If we do it that way, fifteen a page. Or less." 

    Rolling her eyes with a grin, Helen said, "You keep saying 'or less'. Why would you charge less than fifteen a page?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "You have a big tent and I have a sleeping bag in my trunk. Work with me on page construction. Feed me twice a day and save me from having to drive to and from Spring Hill tonight and tomorrow night. I'd do up to twenty pages or so for ten bucks each." 

    Jumping up, Jamie squeaked, "Oh, wow! Ten bucks a page, Helen! We gotta do this!" 

    Helen chewed her lip as she eyed Jamie's starry-eyed enthusiasm, then she turned to Cade and said, "I'd like to see your pages before we call this a deal." 

    Getting to his feet, Cade said, "I'll get my laptop and scanner, then. We have an hour or so before things officially open. Mind if I borrow Jamie to carry some folding chairs?" 

    Jamie stepped forward, snapped to attention, and produced a quick, if not very perfect, salute. 

    Grinning at him, Helen said, "Oh, yeah. I think I can spare him for a few minutes." 
Chapter Two

    At his car, Cade grabbed his backpack and a box containing his old flatbed scanner and a small, folding TV table, then he handed four folding chairs out of the trunk to Jamie. 

    "I thought you were kidding," said Jamie. 

    "About what? Making you carry folding chairs?" Rolling his eyes, Jamie said, "No, about not having insecurities. I can't believe you just up and asked her to let you stay in our tent. Helen doesn't even let people into the tent to visit during events." 

    "Well, I didn't know that and I won't really be visiting. I'll be sleeping there. Besides, the deal isn't done, yet. She could have second thoughts before we get back. You really want this website thing, don't you?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes!" exclaimed Jamie. "I've been bugging her about getting one for almost a year!" 

    As they headed back to the tent, Cade asked, "So how come you didn't scout around for a place to put one and just do it? That info about free sites isn't exactly a state secret, y'know." 

    Shaking his head, Jamie said, "I don't know how to make pages and do that kind of stuff. I just do email and surf around other peoples' sites. Do you lug that scanner around all the time? Is the laptop in the box with it?" 

    "Nope. The laptop's in my backpack. I brought the scanner because every other time I've been out here, someone's had something to scan. This isn't the first time I've put together somebody's website in the middle of an event." Nodding up the row of dealer tents, Cade said, "The guy with the drums. I made his site during the Spring festival. While I was working on his, two other shops signed up to get their sites made." 

    After a few more steps, Jamie quietly said, "Uhm... This website thing, and you crashing in our tent, and all that. Are you thinking about trying to, uh... get into Helen's pants?" 

    Grinning at Jamie, Cade said, "I'm not taking anything for granted. No offense, Jamie, but she's hanging out with you, so I can't be sure she's into men at all. Helen didn't seem like the shy type, though. I figure if she's interested, she'll let me know. If she's not interested, I'm pretty sure she'll let me know that, too. Besides, I'm almost twice her age and there'll be a lot of younger stuff running around here this weekend. Unless she shows some interest in me, this is just about websites and not having to drive to and from Spring Hill." 

    Shrugging, Jamie said, "I just wondered, that's all. I saw the way you looked at her. You really liked what you saw." 

    With a chuckle, Cade said, "Damned right I did. She's big, bright, bold, beautiful, and buff. What's not to like?" 

    Giggling, Jamie grinned up at Cade and laughed as he repeated, "'Big, bright, bold, beautiful, and buff.' I like that. I'm gonna keep it and use it." 

    "No problem. Just send me a dime every time you do or my lawyers will track you down." 

    When they walked past Helen's booth, the tent flaps were closed, but not secured. Cade glimpsed Helen kneeling by the hibachi and stopped to see what she was doing. 

    Helen's eyes were closed and her clasped hands were suspended perhaps six inches above the uncovered hibachi. A tiny bright bolt of energy lanced downward from her hands and flames leaped up within the hibachi. Unclasping her hands and taking a deep breath, Helen glanced around somewhat furtively and saw Cade standing beyond the slightly-separated tent flaps. She froze with a 'deer in the headlights' expression for a moment. Cade gave her a nod and continued to his own booth. 

    He considered what he'd seen as he walked. It had been a cute trick, for sure. He'd seen nothing in her hands that would have caused that bolt of... hm... It hadn't quite seemed like lightning. Some other form of energy? 

    He was sure that a stage magician could rig up some hidden electrical method of sparking up a fire in a hibachi. Maybe she'd intended for him to see her do it? To impress him for some reason? Or not. The tent flap had been closed, after all. 

    As he put the scanner box down on one of the folding chairs Jamie opened, footsteps behind him caused Cade to turn around. Helen slowed from a quick march to a walk as she neared the booth and stopped just outside it. Jamie realized by her tense demeanor that something was on her mind. He glanced at Cade as he opened the last chair, then he went to Helen and, with a concerned expression, put a hand on her arm. Helen shook her head and patted his hand, never taking her eyes off Cade. 

    "Jamie," said Cade, "Do me a favor and watch my stuff for a minute. I think Helen wants to talk to me." 

    When Jamie's glance went from Cade to Helen, she nodded and said, "Yes. I do. Give us a minute, sweetie?" 

    Again glancing between them, Jamie nodded. Helen started walking back toward her tent. Cade followed and caught up to her by the entrance. Helen glanced at Cade, then let him precede her into her booth and closed the tent flap before heading to the lawn chairs. She sat down in one of them and handed Cade his coffee mug as she studied him rather intently as Cade glanced at the hibachi. 

    "Ed," said Helen

    Raising a hand, he said, "Yo. Here. Present, ma'am. Accounted for, too." 

    "Um... Did you... um... see anything... um...?" In a flat tone, Cade said, "I saw you start a fire in the hibachi." He sipped coffee and added, "Haven't figured out how you did it, though." After a moment, she asked, "Do I have to ask you not to talk about it?" Cade said, "Nope," and sipped his coffee again, then added, "But whether it was a stage trick or not, now I'm not sure I want you handling my laptop." Her left eyebrow went up above a wry grin and she sat straight in the chair before she said, "I promise not to hurt your laptop. You think it was a stage trick?" 

    "Could have been. A bit of lighter fluid or alcohol and a static spark could have accomplished the same thing." 

    Nodding slightly, she leaned back and asked, "So you don't believe in magic? Doesn't that put you somewhat at odds with most everyone else at these events?" 

    Sipping his coffee again, Cade put it down on the little table between the chairs and also leaned back, folding his hands in his lap as he looked at Helen. Damn, she was a fine-looking woman. Seemed to have a working brain, too. After meeting her gaze for a moment, he spoke. 

    "No. It doesn't put me at odds with them because I don't tell them. Most of these people would love to believe in magic and some of them actually do, but theirs isn't the kind of magic I can believe in conveniently." Helen's grin widened. "Conveniently? What kind of magic do you believe in, then? The inconvenient kind?" 

    Sharing her grin, Cade said, "Yeah, you could say that." 

    "Care to give me an example?" 

    "Would you settle for an explanation?" 

    She nodded. "Sure. An explanation would be nice." Cade nodded and thought a moment, then said, "Okay, say that magic is a form of energy that people have always suspected might exist. They've been trying to get a handle on it with candles and rituals and rhyming special words and all that since the cave days." 

    He shrugged and added with a grin, "Obviously, those aren't the ways to direct it. If they were, by now everybody could take a course or two and use magic to do the dishes, mow the lawn, or light the house. They'd probably teach it in public schools along with English and math." Picking up his coffee, he sipped it to give Helen a chance to say anything that might be on her mind. She kept silent. 

    "Now," said Cade, "Say that we've been using the word 'magic' to describe energy that comes from within us on an individual basis. Jane can do stuff but Joanie can't. Joanie goes through all of Jane's motions and says all the same words, etcetera, but nothing happens. Why? Joanie doesn't have a handle on how to either generate or direct the energy. Jane's words and motions are just focal devices." 

    "Focal devices," Helen repeated flatly. 

    "Yup. They're just her ways of focusing her mind to gather or generate the juice, then make use of it. Like a runner at the end of the race who pulls another few dozen strides out of aching, wobbly legs to get across the finish line, Jane can reach inside herself for that bit of extra power. Not only that, but she can direct it outside herself to accomplish something." Giving Helen a grin, Cade said, "And I'd say that most people just flatly can't do that." 

    "Most people? You think some people can do that?" Shrugging, Cade said, "Oh, probably, milady. Too many people have been savants of one sort or another who could move things without touching them or cause fires or shock people. A lot of them have ended up in asylums or been labeled as fakes --and some of them were undoubtedly just that --but there have been too many who could do things that the scientists couldn't explain." Biting her inner lip in a thoughtful manner, Helen asked, "Okay, then, suppose what you think you saw me do was real? How would you handle it?" Cade shrugged again and grinned as he said, "Oh, pretty well. I don't get fuzzed up too easily, Helen." 

    She gave him a skeptical look and chuckled as she replied, "You don't think so, huh?" 

    He picked up a stick of firewood and held it out to her. As she reached for it, he pulled it back a bit and Helen looked at him rather quizzically. 

    "I'll hold it," he said. "You reach out and zap it in some manner, but first let me see that your hands are truly empty." 

    Helen's hands had flown to her lap at his request to see them, but Cade didn't think she was concealing anything. More likely she was regretting having left herself open to challenge. 

    "This," Cade said quietly, "Is that kind of point people sometimes reach when they can either become fearful of each other or become friends." Tossing the stick back on the little wood pile, he said, "Regardless of what I saw, you haven't quite claimed that you can zap up a fire, and you don't need to prove anything to me. I, on the other hand, said that I could produce some cheap web pages for you, so I do have something to prove." He got to his feet and topped up his coffee mug, then turned to face Helen and said, "And something else, milady; I thought you were pretty special before you poofed up that fire. Still do. Now I'd better go relieve the guard and set up that booth before opening time. Good luck with sales today." Before Cade reached the tent flap, Helen said, "Thanks. Good luck to you, too, Ed." 

    Cade gave her a smile before he pushed through the flap and headed for his booth. Jamie was talking to a man and woman in their twenties as he approached. Both of them were wearing only sarongs wrapped around their waists. The girl had red hair, rather nice breasts that didn't see sunshine between outdoor pagan events, and was attractive in general. The conversation cut short and Jamie said, "That's him," as he pointed at Cade. 

    "I didn't do it," said Cade. "I was in Cleveland that night." It got a bit of laughter. Good enough for a one-liner. The guy introduced himself as Sunbear Silverthorn and his lady as Ariadne Starshine. Shades of the sixties... Cade remembered a blonde who'd called herself Ariadne Cornflower back in 1967. 

    "Hi," said Cade, "I'm Ed." 

    Sunbear rather delicately asked, "Uhm... Might we have heard your 'craft' 

name among the circles?" 

    He was hinting that they wanted to know the name Cade went by at pagan gatherings and rituals. 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Doubt it. Sorry to disappoint, but that's all I go by." 

    As if Cade had uttered a sort of heresy, Sunbear glanced askance at Ariadne, who said, "We're friends of Moonflower's. Uhm... Angie's. We heard about her friend this morning. Is she going to be okay?" 

    "No idea, milady. I received marching orders at five a.m. All I did was clean up and saddle up to come down here and set up. Since I didn't know what else to expect, I brought my sleeping bag and a change of clothes, too." Glancing around the booth, Ariadne said, "I see. She must trust you very much to put you in charge of her booth." 

    "Could be, I guess. She may just have wanted someone who knows how to count money and haul and pack stoneware. My shop made about half the stuff in all these boxes." 

    With a wiggle and a small grin, Ariadne asked, "Oooo... You make things? 

What kind of things?" 

    Smiling back, Cade said, "Come back by after I've set things up, milady. Maybe we can find something that will go with those gorgeous green goddess eyes of yours." 

    She blushed slightly, grinningly bit her lip, and smiled up at her boyfriend, who matched her smile with one of his own, then they took their leave of the booth. 

    Cade thanked Jamie for minding the booth and began unpacking goblets, altar tiles, and jewelry for display. 

    "You made that?" Jamie asked as Cade unpacked and placed an emerald-green chalice on the table. 

    "Yup. Pretty much all the other stoneware in here, too. Angie's sister made a few pieces in the other box; some cups and plates with runes on them. Nice stuff in a different style." 

    Jamie went looking for the other pieces, found them, and brought them to the table, where Cade gave them their own display space as he heard someone turn on the water faucet behind the next tent and fill a container. 

    "Are you always like that with women?" asked Jamie. Pulling his awareness back into the tent, Cade asked, "Always like what?" 

    "You know what I mean. She was blushing like a virgin." With a sidelong glance, Cade said, "I guess I won't ask how much --or what else --you might know about virgins." 

    "Oh, very cute. Are you like that with all women?" 

    "Yup. Pretty much, I guess. I pick out something nice about them and say something nice about it. It's a habit." 

    Looking after the couple, Jamie replied, "Yeah, well, it seems to work real well, doesn't it?" 

    "Yup. That's why I do it. Some women like it and some don't, so it weeds out the unfriendlies real quick." 

    Laughing, Jamie asked, "What are you going to pick out about Helen? Or have you already picked something?" 

    Putting the empty boxes behind the folding chairs, Cade opened two more as he said, "Well, that's kind of tough, Jamie. She's wonderfully tall, beautifully constructed, has a lovely face and striking blue eyes, and her voice just sort of slithers into my ears and ends up tickling my balls, you know?" 

    Jamie looked as if he was about to go into shock, his mouth and eyes wide open as he goggled at Cade's last words. 

    Cade added, "And on top of all that, she's smart. That's what makes it really tough. Whatever I say can't sound like some kind of a pickup line. She has to feel it, not just hear it. So I haven't decided yet." In a whispering shriek, Jamie hissed, "I can't-fucking-believe you just said that!" 

    Standing straight and eyeing the layout on the table, Cade said, "Uh, huh. Right. You're gay, but you know what I'm talking about. Some voices do that. Margaux Hemingway had that kind of a voice for me. So did Toni Tenille. It used to make me feel good just to listen to her. So did my first wife. Her voice just seemed to flow like warm honey. I'd call her at work just to hear her say 'hello'. She even sounded beautiful when she bitched at me about calling her at work." 

    Straightening to look at Jamie, Cade said, "Go ahead. Tell me you don't know what I'm talking about." 

    Sighing deeply, Jamie flumped into a chair and said, "No, I know exactly what you're talking about. I just can't believe you said that about Helen." Cade grinned and said, "Then try harder, young'un. It gave me a big, fat tingle when Helen spoke to me while the breeze blew her scent at me. I'll bet you know how that is, too. I'd even bet you can even put someone's name to it, can't you?" 

    Turning cherry red, Jamie fluttered a hand, covered his eyes, and said, 

"Oh, puh-leeze! You can stop now!" 

    "Thought so," said Cade. "Long time gone or still around?" With a shake of his head, Jamie muttered, "Gone." 

    "The only one ever, or just the first time it happened?" Looking up, Jamie snapped, "You ask a hell of a lot of questions. He was the first one who ever... who ever had that effect on me, okay? Not the only one, just the first one, okay?" 

    Raising his hands protestingly, Cade said, "Relax. I just wanted to be sure you understood, Jamie. I didn't want you to think I was being at all trite about Helen. I've only known her for an hour or so and I already think she's pretty special." 

    Somewhat sullenly, Jamie asked, "You do, huh?" 

    "Oh, hell, yes. Tall and beautiful can come without any real impact or meaning, like it does with skinny fashion models. Lollipop women. They're all painted faces on stick figures and they're perfectly interchangeable; just clothing display dummies. For a woman to have any serious, lasting impact on men, she has to have obvious strength of personality and character to create that impact and make it stick." 

    Pausing to sip his coffee and give Jamie a solid gaze, Cade said, "Helen has those qualities. She's the kind you damned well want to salute before you ask her for a kiss." 

    Jamie giggled girlishly and said, "Yeah, she is, isn't she? I've seen so many guys zero in on her, then back away fast." In a confidential tone, he added, "Sometimes it's hilarious, you know? Some Mr. Macho type comes buzzing up to her and two minutes later he's frantically looking for a way out." Grinning, Cade said, "Yeah, I'll bet. Pity the guy who pops a Barbie joke on her. Whoo, damn." 

    Jamie laughingly agreed wholeheartedly. 

    "That happened!" he said. "It really did! Some dumbass at Mikey's Halloween party yelled, '...and heeeerrre's Barbie!' Helen stopped in the doorway and..." 

    He froze in horror as a shadow fell across the display table and Cade turned to see Helen looking over the goblets. 

    "Hi," said Cade. "We were just talking about you, milady." Briefly eyeing Jamie, Helen said coolly, "So I heard. That Barbie incident is one of Jamie's favorite anecdotes." 

    She picked up the emerald goblet and studied it for a time, then put it back and said, "I like that color. A lot, in fact." Nodding, Cade said, "I can't give you that one 'cause it isn't mine to give, but if I wind up doing your web pages, I'll make you one and deliver it in person. How's that?" 

    Helen smiled and said, "I wouldn't dream of turning it down. Thanks. How are you fixed for coffee?" 

    "About half a mug left, I think." 

    Giving Cade a rather penetrating gaze, she said, "Well, I just refilled the coffee pot, so there'll be more in about five minutes. Don't let yourself run dry." 

    "Roger that, milady. Thanks." 

    Turning to walk away, Helen shot a piercing glance at Jamie before she passed beyond the tent wall. Jamie still seemed in a state of shock as he stared up at Cade. 

    "What?" asked Cade. "Relax. We lived through it, right?" Jamie's eyes flicked to the back wall of the tent, then back to Cade's, and he sucked in a deep breath before he hissingly whispered, "She heard us! 

Everything we said!" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "She seemed to take it well." Standing up on shaky knees, Jamie seemed to think that Cade had somehow missed a very important point. 

    He whispered, "But-she-heard-us, damn it!" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "Okay, so she heard us. We've pretty much established that, so now what? Do we panic and stampede like cattle? Run screaming into the woods? Dash over there and beg her forgiveness? Or maybe just accept the fact that she took the whole thing as a long-winded compliment? I vote for the last, by the way." 

    "But..." 

    Facing Jamie directly and meeting his gaze, Cade said, "But, hell. At the very worst, she now knows that I think she's gorgeous and smart. She also knows that I respect her. I'm having trouble spotting a problem with that, and if you'll relax and think a minute, you will, too." 

    Jamie's knees seemed to give out and he settled ungracefully into the folding chair, covering his face with his hands and shaking his head. 

    "Jamie," said Cade, placing another tile on the table. Without looking up, Jamie responded, "What?" 

    "Don't be all hunkered up like that when the customers get here. They'll think I smushed your little feelings or something. It'll be bad for business, y'know?" 

    Cade heard a snicker, then a soft laugh. Jamie sighed, sat up grinning, and shook his head slowly, as if he thought that Cade still didn't get the big picture. 

    "Just pretend you don't know what she heard," said Cade. Shrugging, he added, "Unless she brings it up, of course. Then you can confess or commit hara-kiri or whatever." 

    Jamie's eyes got big and he whispered, "Oh, Gawd..! I can't go back to the tent right now." 

    "Sure you can. Stiffen up, there. Shoulders back, chest out, stomach in, and all that. March, don't walk. We said nice things about her, so you're probably in no real danger. Right?" 

    "Oh, Gawd..." Jamie bit his lip and waffled. 

    "Right?" insisted Cade. "What woman is going to kill you over a compliment? Well, I guess there are some who probably would, but they're all man-hating lesbians, right?" 

    Jamie snickered again and said, "Not all of them. I know some straight women who'd de-ball a man for what you said." 

    "Yeah, I've met some of those, too. Lettum try. But think about this particular woman. Is she going to mistreat you?" 

    After a pause, Jamie said, "Well, no." 

    "Then why are you so fuzzed up about this? Just go in there with a business-as-usual attitude and handle things. Muddle through, and like that. Bet you get through it without even one broken bone. Bet you won't lose even a whole pint of blood." 

    Laughing nervously, Jamie nodded. 

    "Yeah. Okay. You're right." He sighed. "I guess I have to go back over there sometime." 

    "Now's better than later and I still have stuff to put out. Once I'm finished, I'll holler and you can come watch the booth again while I get a refill." 

    Nodding, Jamie sighed again and started for the front of the tent. He turned once to look at Cade and glanced meaningfully in the direction of Helen's booth, then sighed again and set forth at a trudging pace, as if to his execution. 
Chapter Three

    Not long after Jamie left, people started showing up to browse and talk, and by the nine o'clock registrations check, Cade's coffee refill still hadn't been accomplished. 

    Being the first day of the weekend festival, business in small stuff was fairly brisk, but people were holding onto most of their money until they'd seen everything being offered at least once or twice. 

    More than half of those who passed the booth were either nude or nearly nude. They mostly carried their essentials in Crown Royal bags or other types of cloth or leather string-tie bags that could be slung around the waist or over a shoulder. 

    Cade wondered whether Helen would also shuck her clothes as the morning progressed, but a little after ten she chased a small carved wooden ball that had escaped her display table and Cade saw that she still wore her shirt and cut-offs. 

    With a mild sense of disappointment that was well buffered by the sight of her loping after the ball and bending to pick it up, Cade waved and smiled at her as she headed back into her booth. She grinned and tossed the little ball up and caught it. 

    Maybe five minutes later he saw her again. This time she had the little coffee pot and was heading his way. 

    She entered Cade's booth and flicked the lid off his coffee mug, filled the mug, snapped the lid back on it, and said, "All fixed. I didn't forget you; I'd have been here sooner, but we got kind of busy." 

    "Same here. Thanks. I was just about dry." 

    Helen flashed him a grin and turned to leave. 

    "Is Jamie feeling better?" asked Cade. 

    Turning slightly to look over her shoulder with a smile and a peering gaze, Helen said, "He'll probably survive. He's been more embarrassed about less a few times. How about you?" 

    Shaking his head thoughtfully, Cade said, "Well, let's see; you didn't hear anything that I wouldn't have said to your face eventually, anyway, and all of it was good, so yeah, I guess I'll survive, too, milady." Her smile widened and she said, "See that you do. Jamie's just about convinced me that we need a website." 

    Snapping his fingers, Cade said, "Ah! Thanks for reminding me. I need to hook the lappie up to recharge it." 

    Nodding, Helen left the tent. Cade handled a couple of small purchases, then dug out his extension cord and plugged it into the outlet on the pole behind his tent. After another couple of customers, he hooked up the laptop and restocked the display table. 

    Just before noon, Jamie came to the booth to ask if Cade wanted anything from the burger place on US-41. Cade gave it some thought and settled for a no-catsup, no-mayo, extra-everything-else burger with fries and a dr pepper. As he reached for his money clip, Jamie firmly said, "No. I've got it. You did me a favor this morning. A big one," then he turned and hurried back toward Helen's booth. 

    A favor? Hm. Had the scarecrow wanted a heart? Or was it the lion? 

Probably the lion. Not sure. The tin man wanted... what? Oil? Whatever. Helen made one helluva Dorothy. 

    Angela Nicks, the booth owner, showed up a little after one with a couple of boxes and asked how things had been going. Cade invited her to have a look in the receipt book. 

    Angie plopped herself rather tiredly into one of the folding chairs and took the receipt book Cade offered. 

    "We may need another one today," said Cade. 

    "Oh, my Goddess!" said Angie, flipping through the book and losing her weary demeanor. "You sold all this?" 

    "Too much, too soon? It's mostly small stuff, but I could slow down some, I guess." 

    Grinning at him, Angie said, "Oh, no! That won't be necessary at all, Ed! 

I'm just glad I thought to bring some more pendants. They're in the trunk of my car." 

    "I'll get them. You'll be meeting a couple of people later, if not sooner. Helen and Jamie, from the first booth. I'll probably be making her a website this evening." 

    "You mean the blonde? She's a big girl, isn't she?" 

    "She's a goddess, ma'am. I'm tempted to leave you for her." Shrugging, Angie grinningly said, "Well, then, have fun, by all means, and thanks so much for helping this morning." 

    "No problem. Back in a minute." 

    Leaving the booth with Angie's keys, Cade stopped at Helen's booth and said, "Angie finally got here. I'm going to her car for more stuff. How'd you do this morning?" 

    "Good. Better than I'd expected, really. Just a minute and I'll go with you. I need to get out of here for a few minutes." 

    She turned the booth over to Jamie and came around the table to walk with Cade toward the parking lot, then detoured toward the porta-potties. That seemed like a good idea to Cade, as well, having just finished a super-sized dr pepper. 

    As they got underway again a few minutes later, the guy and girl who'd stopped by Cade's booth early in the morning were approaching. Cade grinned and very firmly met the girl's eyes and she blushed again as she returned his smile. 

    Once they were past, Helen lightly swatted Cade's shoulder and said, "Hey, you're with me, remember? Who was that? She turned pinker than her sunburn when she saw you." 

    Cade told her about his comment about the girl's eyes. 

    "Hm," said Helen. "No wonder she pinked out. I saw how you looked at her." 

    "Jealous yet?" 

    "No." 

    Making a 'drat' gesture, Cade said, "Damn. Oh, well. I met her eyes like that so she'd remember exactly what I said and hear it again in her head. It made her feel all warm and fuzzy again. Gave her a quick tingle." 

    "You thought she needed a tingle?" Helen shrugged and said, "I don't know; she looked happy enough to me." 

    Giving her a droll look, Cade said, "She's with him and they're here and she's having a grand time flashing her boobs --something she can't do outside

--so of course she's happy. I just wanted her to have a little tingle to top it all off." 

    Helen snickered and said, "You're so thoughtful, sir." 

    "I'd do as much for you, too, ma'am," said Cade, then he softly sang, 

"'Girl, anytime--yer feelin' down--just come around--to my part of town--I won't treat you wrong--I won't treat you mean--I'll be the lovin'est man--you've ever seen.'" 

    Grinning hugely, Helen said, "Oooo! I like that! It had a special cadence, but it didn't sound like a marching song. Where did that come from?" 

    "Pounding spikes into railroad ties. That's why there's that little up-note at the end of each segment. It's when the hammer's supposed to land." 

    "Huh? Yeah, I heard that, but I don't understand." 

    "It's a gandy dancer song. The guys who patch railroad tracks by hand sing to set the rhythm. Four guys swing long-handled hammers, one right after the other; bam, bam, bam, bam. Eight hits, so every song has eight verses. A caller does the singing. By the time a song is finished, a new spike is set. Want to hear another one?" 

    "Yeah! Do another one!" 

    "You got it, milady. Just envision one of four hammers slamming the top of a spike during each verse." 

    Cade sang, "'If you wanna get to heaven--lemme tell ya how to do it--you grease your feet--with a little mutton suet--you stand right out--on the devil's hand--and you slide right over--to the promised land.' An old black guy named Washington called the tunes for our group. He had hundreds of 'em rattling around in his head." 

    Looking quizzical, Helen asked, "What's mutton suet?" 

    "Hard, fatty stuff they used to use in cooking and making candles because nobody would eat it. They used it in black powder guns, too, to keep the powder dry. Some of the gandy songs date back to the beginning of railroads." Grinning like a child, Helen said, "Another one! Do another one? Pleeeze?" 

    "Yes, ma'am. Anything for you, ma'am. 'Huntin' eggs in the henhouse--down on my knees--well, I thought I heard--a rooster sneeze--but it was only the rooster--sayin' his prayers--and callin' out hymns--for the hens upstairs.'" Cade added, "He used to cap that one with, 'ain't country livin' just grand?' while we moved to the next spike. And you have to realize that most of the guys on the track gangs were hard-core Baptists. Any non-Christians among them were smart to keep their mouths shut." 

    Peering at him, Helen asked, "Gangs? You weren't on some kind of a chain gang, were you?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope. I was a track-patcher for a few months one summer. One crew rolled ahead looking for loose track, marked it and left new spikes. The other crew followed to tack it back down and mark it done." As they reached Angela's car and Cade opened the trunk, Helen peered at him and asked, "They still have people doing that? I thought machines had been doing stuff like that since about 1940 or so." 

    Lifting out a box of pendants, Cade said, "Well, jeez, lady, I'm not quite that old. There were still a few track patchers around back in the late sixties and early seventies." 

    Helen snickered and leaned to kiss Cade's cheek as she murmured, "There, there, now. I wasn't calling you old, sir, and I happen to respect a little gray in the hair." 

    "Gee, thanks, milady. You respect a little gray, huh? Why? I've found that old people can be just as silly as young people. About different things, usually, but just as silly." 

    Hefting the box to his shoulder, Cade led off to head them back to Angie's booth. As they passed the porta-potties a rather too-slender --scrawny, really --blonde woman heading for the parking lot made Helen stop and stare momentarily. 

    She wore a bright yellow thong bathing suit bottom, had a delicate gold chain wrapped twice around her waist, wore spiked heels --possibly the reason she was returning to her car --and had a truly massive set of boobs that stood stiffly out in front of her like battering rams. 

    "Do you see that?" whispered Helen. "Do you believe it?" 

    "Wowsers," said Cade. "Bookshelf Barbie. And I'll bet she's paying for wearing those heels out here." 

    Even as he spoke, the woman's right high heel sank deeply into the grass by the trail. As she lurched and caught herself, her boobs didn't seem to flex an inch, stiffly pointing ahead of her at any angle as she nearly toppled onto them. 

    Giggling, Helen said, "They're as tight as drums! She must have gone for the biggest bags of silicone they had." 

    Remembering the time he'd had bandages taped to his back, pulling the skin tightly closed, Cade said, "It's a wonder she can breathe with those things." Cade turned away from the comic tragedy of the blonde's overblown chest and poor choice of footwear and continued walking. As Helen caught up, she laughed softly again. 

    "I guess her type doesn't appeal to you, huh?" 

    "Nope. Skin and bone and silicone. Paint and packaging. No thrill. The gold chain and the heels probably mean she's a day tripper from the ritzy nudist place just down highway forty-one. They like to dress up a bit there." His words seemed to cap something for Helen. She laughed aloud and looked to see if he realized what he'd said, then laughed some more when he gave her a smug little smile. 

    When Cade introduced Helen to Angie, Angie stole a glance at Helen's sandaled feet as they shook hands, then her eyes returned to Helen's, which were nearly a foot above Angie's. 

    Glancing at Cade, Angie grinningly said, "You'd better behave yourself with this one. I think she could take you." 

    Returning her grin, Cade drawled, "Oh, ah done figgered that out, ma'am, but thanks a bunch for all your concern." 

    He gathered some WiccaWorks wholesale catalogs and his mug and stood waiting until the ladies finished meeting and greeting, then Helen joined him outside the booth and they walked up dealer's row, browsing the merchandise and leaving catalogs with potential customers. 

    Somebody's five-year-old managed to slip free of his management and ran joyously screaming toward the seagulls milling about at the end of the lake's short pier. His mother shouted after him, but to no avail. Cade thrust the remaining catalogs and his coffee mug at Helen and powered after the kid, leaping down the slope to slide upright onto the pier and catch the little bugger just before he could reach the now-birdless end of the pier. He slung the protesting kid under an arm and started back to the tents. A smattering of applause greeted him as he passed the kid to his mother. Somebody grinningly addressed him as "Flash". Cade tossed everybody an abbreviated salute and returned to Helen, who was grinning at him. As she handed him the catalogs and his coffee mug, she said, "That was a great catch. You're pretty quick." 

    Sipping his coffee, Cade said, "I was the closest one to him. No biggie." 

    "You're being unnecessarily modest. A couple of other guys started to run, too, but you were already halfway there, surfing your way down the hill." 

    "Guess they got late starts." 

    Sighing, Helen said, "Okay. I get the hint. No fuss. But now I'm curious; what do you do to stay in shape?" 

    "Not much. I mow my own lawn and sometimes do pushups or knee bends in front of the TV or while I'm sending and receiving files on the computer. I walk a lot and now and then I run when it's cool." 

    "That's it?" 

    "That's it. It doesn't really take much to stay toned." He glanced up and down Helen's front and added, "You should know. What you've got is natural. You don't have the look of someone who works out in a gym. No patterns." Looking where Cade was looking at her legs, then meeting Cade's eyes, Helen asked, "Patterns?" 

    Nodding, he said, "Patterns. Repetitive motions on machines train muscles and create patterns of strength. You can tell which machines are a gym rat's favorites by looking at him. Or her. Not by the muscles themselves, so much, but by the ligaments, where the muscles meet bones at joints." Helen seemed skeptical. Cade spotted a solid-looking woman walking with a guy by a drum maker's tent and steered Helen that way. Bowflex? Maybe. Nautilus, probably. 

    "Ask her if she works out on a Nautilus," whispered Cade. "It'll either be that or a Bowflex." 

    "You ask her!" Helen whispered back. "This is your idea." Shrugging, Cade said aloud, "Excuse me. Got a question." When the woman looked up from the drums, Cade asked, "You work out on a Nautilus, don't you?" 

    She gave Cade a startled, studious look and glanced at her friend, then at Helen, who rolled her eyes as if to say 'this wasn't my idea'. Looking back at Cade, the woman said, "Yes. I've got one in my garage." With a nod, Cade said, "Thanks. I was just curious." As they walked away, Helen whispered, "I can't believe you just did that." 

    "Try never to leave a point unproven," said Cade. "It enhances your credibility." 

    "What if you'd been wrong, smart guy?" 

    "Then I guess I'd have had to re-evaluate my methods of evaluation. Never hurts to do that now and then, especially if they turn out to be wrong." Helen's low chuckle preceded, "We're out of dealers on both sides. What now?" 

    Pointing ahead, Cade traced the curve of the lake until his finger aimed at the clubhouse and pool, swept onward until it stopped at the hot tub, then he dropped his arm and shrugged as he looked at Helen. 

    "Those are the club activity choices, unless there's a seminar you want to check out. There's one about herbs at four that I'd like to visit, and I could start to work on your webpages pretty much anytime, but otherwise, I'm open to suggestions. You're the one with a booth to run." 

    Nodding, she said, "Yeah, and I've left Jamie alone with it for over an hour. Guess I'd better get back there." 

    They started back toward the beginning of the row. 

    "In that case," said Cade, "I'll go with you and get the pictures, then start scanning them. This evening, when I show you my website and what I've done about yours, you can decide what you want to do. I'll save the picture scans to a floppy for you if you decide not to do it." Shaking her head, Helen said, "No. You could go to a lot of trouble for nothing. Jamie can wait another few minutes, I think. Let's have a look at your pages now. If I like them, you've got the job." And so it was. At Angie's booth, Cade fired up the laptop and let Helen browse the WiccaWorks pages on the hard drive. At one point she picked up one of the pendants and held it next to the picture on the screen, then noddingly put it back. 

    Some five minutes later, she stood up, stretched, and extended a hand as she said to Cade, "Okay. I'll do it." 

    Nodding, Cade took her hand and said, "Thanks. If I scan the pictures here, I can be on hand to let Angie take a break." 

    "Okay. Jamie will bring them over in a few minutes. Send him back if he asks too many questions or starts to bug you." 

    "No sweat. I'll put him to work numbering the backs of the pictures or something. Maybe teach him how to scan stuff." 

    Helen stepped out of the booth and left. Angie turned to give Cade a long, studious look, but said nothing. 

    Jamie arrived some minutes later with a photo album and a business card. After gathering info such as which email address to use in setting up an account for handling credit card sales and how they wanted to handle shipping, Cade began by cloning his WiccaWorks pages to a new folder for modification. Once the pages had been retitled according to the lines of merchandise to be sold, Cade adjusted the page headers to match the business card's info and changed the links on the index page to call up the new product categories. Throughout all this, Jamie seemed to think he was watching a wizard at work, and his attitude began to wear on Cade a bit. 

    "Jamie, I'm just rewriting bits of info on the pages. It really ain't all that big a deal, dude." 

    "It is if you don't know how to do it." 

    "You want to learn? No sweat; I'll show you." Shaking his head almost frantically, Jamie said, "Uh... maybe later. I'm dying to see our new website and I'd hate to screw anything up." Shrugging, Cade asked, "Got all the pix numbered?" Jamie handed Cade a stack of photos and Cade arranged four of them on the scanner, then closed the lid. Calling up his art program, he told it to scan and then split the resulting single picture into four parts, each titled and numbered. 

    After creating a quick-loading miniature of each picture, he typed in the links needed to call up the miniatures and make them clickable to bring up the full-sized pictures. 

    "Take a look," said Cade, and Jamie craned to see the laptop's screen as the first of Helen's web pages appeared. 

    Clicking the mini-pic to bring up the full-sized picture, Cade said, "All we have to do now is pick a background graphic and put the descriptions with the product pictures." 

    Openmouthed, Jamie stared at the screen and murmured, "Wow! That's our stuff! On a webpage!" 

    Cade laughed and said, "You're too easily impressed, Jamie. It's all pretty easy, really. Just tedious as hell sometimes." He sipped the last of his coffee and set the mug down. Jamie grabbed it and said he'd be right back with more, then nearly scampered out of the booth. 

    "Don't be too hard on him," said Angie, "I was like that, too, when you did mine." 

    "Yeah, but you're kinda cute. He isn't." 

    Grinning, Angie shook her head despairingly and said, "You're cruel, Ed. Just plain cruel." 

    "Them's the breaks, ma'am. Life ain't fair and I ain't gay. Poor little Jamie, and all that. Now get back to work, there. I wanna see some sweat, lady." 

    "I'll bounce one of these tiles off your head, mister. You want to see sweat, you can make some of your own." 

    "Can't," said Cade. "This stuff is just too easy for me." Angie turned to help a customer and Cade had zapped another eight pages into being before Helen said, "Knock, knock. Jamie said you had some results already?" 

    "Yup. Stand by while I finish this file and I'll show you what's done. I started with the big stuff, but we can arrange the pages to show your goodies in any order you want." 

    Clicking up the pages he'd finished, Cade let her see the pages in a browser, then showed her where text would be added, overwriting his WiccaWorks information. 

    Helen took a chair and studied matters for a moment, then she asked, "Is it really this easy?" 

    "Yup. But there will be a lot of page adjustments because some of your pictures are fairly large. I can't put more than two on some of the pages without making the download times too long, so you may wind up with twenty-one pages, plus an index page. Sorry you made the deal?" Shaking her head, Helen said, "No. Getting it done right the first time is always the way to go, and however easy it may be for you, it wouldn't have been for us. Besides, you're still a lot cheaper than the other guy." 

    "Good 'nuff. I should have all the pictures mounted on pages soon. We can use your catalog blurbs and we'll probably have this thing tweaked and tuned by tomorrow. What's on your agenda tonight, milady? Do your after-dinner plans include the pool or the hot tub?" 

    "Both, after I pack and cover things for the night." Cade nodded and said, "Good. Hunkering over this laptop is going to show up in my neck and shoulders later and the hot water will help. I should have brought another folding table. As soon as I finish all the scanning, I'll use the one the scanner's on to put the rest of the pages together. Any questions or suggestions before I dive back into this?" 

    Laughing softly, Helen said, "Me? Suggestions? Well, just one, I guess. Keep it simple. If you aren't around later, we'll have to make any adjustments ourselves or hire someone." 

    Grinning up at her, Cade said, "As it happens, I had the same thoughts in mind when I designed the WiccaWorks site. If anything happened to me, Sharon would have to learn HTML in a hurry or hire someone, too." 

    "Sharon?" 

    "The woman who makes all that stuff on display. She's the real guts of WiccaWorks." 

    Gazing intently at Cade, Helen said, "Tell me a little about her." 

    "Okay. She's sixty-four, raised five kids --one of whom was an adoptee -and prefers running her own business to working for someone else. Oh, yeah, and she's sort of a relative; a cousin by marriage at one point, in fact. We turned her hobby into a manufacturing business when I visited in 1980 and put it on-line in 1994." Pausing for a moment, Cade added, "And we currently share three cats." 

    Angie chuckled, and when Helen looked at her, she said, "Ed sometimes boils things down too much. My business wouldn't have survived 1999 if Sharon and WiccaWorks hadn't come along in the nick of time, and WiccaWorks wouldn't exist if Ed hadn't invented it." 

    "It was just an idea that worked," said Cade. "And it wouldn't have worked without everybody involved. And talking about it isn't getting these pages done." 

    "Oh, he's so shy," said Angie, her grin widening. 

    "Yeah, and he's about to take a walk," said Cade. "I'll come back when you two have finished talking about me." 

    Helen blocked his path and said, "No, don't run off. I'll go back to my booth and leave you in peace now." She turned to Angie and added, "But I'll be back, if you don't mind." 

    "Oh, no, not at all," said Angie. "We'll get together when he's not around." 

    Laughing softly, Helen nodded and left the booth. Cade tapped the mouse to bring up the next page to edit and added two picture links, then went to the next one. 

    Angie chuckled and asked, "Aren't you curious about what Helen and I may have to talk about?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "You mean 'am I worried about what you'll say about me?' Nope." 

    Snickering, Angie said, "I find that somewhat unusual, Ed." Cade grinned up at her and said, "I prefer to worry about things I can control. Besides, neither of you have ever had me, so you'll both be guessing every step of the way." 

    "Oh, ho! Guessing? Not me. I knew Monica, don't forget. She still visits the store now and then." 

    Copying an entry from the directory to the page he was editing, Cade asked, "She does, huh? That's a long haul from Sarasota or wherever. Did she tell you about our weekends at the Pinecrest house she was selling?" Stepping around behind the laptop to gaze down at Cade, Angie's grin grew huge as she said, "Uh, huh. Oh, yeah. She sure did." Looking up, Cade smiled smugly and said, "Then I have nothing to worry about." 
Chapter Four

    By three-thirty, all the pages and pictures came up when clicked and Cade had installed an index page with categories as listed in the 'Helen's Emporium' catalog. 

    A woman he knew from another booth stopped to ask if he was going to the herb lecture. 

    "Did they decide what herbs she'd cover?" asked Cade. Nodding, the woman pulled a sheet of paper from her bag and read off a list composed of various types of tea. 

    "Guess not, then," said Cade. "The original list had some good stuff on it, but this tea info is going to come straight off photocopied pages from somebody's book. Someone probably warned Claire against talking about medicinal uses, so now she's going to take the safe, easy route to fill the hour." 

    "Warned her?" 

    "Yup. More than likely the event organizers, worrying about lawsuits. Guess I'll just look up what I want to know." 

    He felt someone else approaching and looked up as Helen came around the side of the booth. 

    "Hi," she said, "Did you remember your seminar?" 

    "Yes, but Leslie just told me it'll be about teas. The original list had better stuff on it. Helen, this is Leslie. Leslie, Helen." Getting up from the folding chair as they shook hands, Cade stretched and said, "Your webpages are ready for some product blurbs, milady. I've been working my little fingers to the bone for you. Want to run through the pages and see if everything's popping up when and how it should?" 

    "Sure!" Helen stepped into the booth and sat down in front of the laptop, then seemed to hesitate. "What do I do?" 

    "Just click on the file named 'index-dot-htm' and the browser will come up for you." 

    She moused the icon and murmured, "Oh, cooool..." when her splash page appeared with a trio of her necklaces. As she paged through the site, similar purrings were heard. 

    Leslie grinned at Cade and asked, "Another satisfied customer, huh?" 

    "Not yet. We still have to add the text." 

    "Oooo. I hated that part when we did mine. Too much typing, and I got my ring-chain caught under a Shift-key. Well, later, all. I'm off to learn all about tea." 

    Once they'd made their goodbyes and Leslie had headed toward the pool deck to find the seminar, Helen said, "Jamie's found a couple of his friends from Tampa. He'll be going to some restaurant with them later. What do you want to do about food?" 

    "I've heard about the buffet since I included being fed in our deal," said Cade. "No thrill. It's mostly pasta and they didn't toss any serious money at feeding the masses. I think I'd like to dine elsewhere, too, but don't worry about feeding me." 

    Helen looked up and thumbed at the laptop. 

    "A deal's a deal, Ed," she said firmly. "You get fed. Where do you want to eat?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Ryan's would do. Or Golden Corral. Or anyplace with a buffet full of real food." 

    "There's a Ryan's on fifty-two. When do you want to go?" 

    "That's up to you, milady. I don't have a schedule." Nodding firmly, Helen said, "Let's go around five-thirty, then. It'll be getting dark around six and I don't want twenty people inviting me to the big ritual circle." 

    That earned her a questioning look from Angie. 

    "No offense," said Helen, "I just don't enjoy rituals much, so I avoid them." 

    Shaking her head, Angie said, "I wasn't offended. I don't go to them, either. I'm just not used to hearing anyone so outspoken about avoiding them." She grinned as she said, "I usually just hide for a while when the announcements are being made, then go dance by the fire later." Returning her smile, Helen said, "Me, too. I'm not really in this for the religious side of things." 

    Again shaking her head, Angie said, "Same here. Some of the ceremonies and rituals they dream up are ridiculous." 

    Helen turned to Cade and asked, "How about you, Ed? Are you into the religious side of these events?" 

    Opening WordPad on the laptop as Angie let out a bark of laughter, Cade said, "No, not even a little. I usually just wander around all day and hang out at the pool or soak in the hot tub at night. I like the kinds of people you find at these events. No hassles, no hurries." 

    Angie asked, "Why didn't you just scan in the text, too?" 

    "It would make the pictures larger and take longer to load, and some of the text wouldn't have scanned very well. I'd have had to correct so much that it's easier to bang it in this way." 

    He began reading from the catalog and typing in the blurbs according to stock numbers. Helen came to stand behind him for a few moments in silence, then stepped to one side. 

    "You can type, too," she stated. 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. Took a class in high school. Figured I might need it someday. It kept me out of a lot of crappy work details in the Army, too." 

    "What did you do in the Army?" 

    "I was a medic." He looked up and said, "Or a door gunner, or an ambulance driver or a rifleman." Indicating the screen, he added, "Or a typist. Or a radioman. Whatever was needed." 

    "He's still like that," said Angie. "Whatever is needed, I mean. He always seems able to come up with a solution." 

    Cade glanced up at her, then turned the catalog page and added another blurb, pretending he didn't see Angie gesture at Helen and lead her a short distance away. 

    He also pretended not to hear Angie's whispered, "He doesn't take praise very well, though." 

    "I've noticed that. It seems to... well... annoy him." 

    "I hear he's going to be staying in your tent tonight." 

    "Is that a problem?" 

    "No, no. I was just wondering... Well, I mean... I hope you don't get too attached to him." 

    "Attached?" She chuckled and asked, "You mean emotionally involved?" In the LCD screen, Cade saw Angie nod. 

    "He's kind of like a cat," she said. "He's always up for playing and he can be very friendly, but I know at least three women who've tried and failed to put a collar on him in the last couple of years." Helen's reflection in the screen glanced at him and formed a small smile, then turned back to Angie and said, "I don't have a problem with that, Angie. I'm not looking for a husband. I don't even like that word. It usually ends up meaning 'management of the woman', and that's something else I'm not looking for. What were you wondering that you didn't quite come right out and say, Angie?" 

    Angie's reflection fidgeted briefly, then whispered, "Well, I mean... He's fifty-three and you're what? Twenty-five?" 

    "Twenty-nine, and thanks. You think he's too old for me?" 

    "Ah, well, uh, I guess not, if you don't." 

    Sighing, Helen said, "I really haven't decided yet. He's kind of cute, but he has a stony side like my dad had. Nothing got to my dad or surprised him very much. Come to think of it, my dad didn't handle compliments well, either. He just sort of nodded along, then disappeared at the first opportunity." Nodding, Angie said, "Yeah. That's Ed Cade. No fussing over him allowed. He'd do just about anything for his friends --and I've seen him do things for total strangers --but doesn't care much for hearing about it afterward." As if to call a halt to the whispering session, Helen said, "I'll remember that. Guess I'd better be getting back now." 

    Raising her voice a bit, she said, "Ed, I'll be at my booth if you need me, okay?" 

    "Good enough, milady. I'll wrap this up in a little while." They waved goodbye to each other as Angie re-entered the booth. Cade looked up and met her gaze for a moment and she seemed to stiffen a bit. 

    "He's kind of like a cat," said Cade. 

    Angie froze at that and asked, "You heard? All of it?" Cade nodded as he typed in another product blurb. 

    "Sorry," said Angie. "I wouldn't blame you if you told me to mind my own damned business." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Consider it said, then, but I don't think you did me any harm. Helen wouldn't be interested in me if she were looking for a husband. She prefers toys." 

    Squinting at Cade, Angie asked, "Uh, you mean... like battery-operated toys?" 

    "Nope. I mean toys like me. Real, live toys. Toys who will explore her thoroughly and thank her for the privilege as they work their butts off to please her. But toys, nonetheless. She doesn't want to be chained down, either." 

    Sitting in one of the folding chairs, Angie regarded Cade for a few moments, then asked, "You're so sure about that?" 

    "Sure, I'm sure. Jamie's her buffer. Her foil. A guy has to have self-confidence enough to get past her affiliation with Jamie and his blatant gayness, then the guy has to interest her in some manner. She's a very intelligent and self-contained person who doesn't impress too easily, so interesting her won't be easy for most guys. Any standard lines and ploys will fall flat. She'd laugh them out of Dodge in a heartbeat." 

    "Uh, huh. So you're using a non-standard ploy, then?" Looking up from the laptop, Cade said, "I don't use ploys, Angie. Ploys either don't work at all or blow up in your face later. I'm just being me. Whether I wind up in Helen's sleeping bag this weekend --or ever --is entirely up to her. Either way I'll have made a friend and a few bucks on her web pages." 

    Nodding, Angie said, "I see," then she shook her head and amended, "Well, no, Ed. I don't see. You've been with five different women in the last two years that I know of for certain, and you obviously think Helen's some kind of a goddess, yet you're saying you won't make an overt effort to sleep with her? 

What's wrong with that picture?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I'll be sleeping with her tonight. That may be all, too, if she decides not to play with me. Helen sets her own boundaries, Angie, and trying to influence her decisions and judgment is likely the best way to make her anchor them in concrete." 

    At Angie's peering look, he sighed and said, "Helen's kind of like a cat, too, Angie. If you reach for a cat who doesn't know you, she'll likely draw back from you. It's better to let her find her way to you in her own time and on her own terms." 

    Angie met his gaze for some moments, then said, "I see," and rose to busy herself arranging the display table as Cade finished page eight and opened number nine. 

    "Angie," said Cade, "When we met, you were going through hell with a divorce and you were nearly broke. If I were into using ploys, I'd have tried one on you back then. Here we are, almost four years later, and I have yet to try to bed you. Want to know why? Without tossing in your own speculations?" There was a long pause before she said, "Yes, Ed. I think I'd like to know why." 

    Sipping his coffee, Cade said, "It wasn't because you aren't attractive, ma'am. Just about any time during the first year, you'd have thought I was trying to take advantage of you. You were bitter as hell and suspicious of my offer to help. You were still wary later in the year, even as you let me lend you the materials to put your first efforts together. During the second year you apparently gave up waiting for the other shoe to drop; a number of your attitudes changed noticeably. But by then I was involved with Donna. Later there were others." 

    Angie sat down, saying, "Okay, but, what about the last two months? You and Monica broke up in late September." 

    "These last two months --almost three --have been private time for me, Angie. I've gotten a lot done that didn't get done while I was cavorting with Monica." 

    Shrugging again, he said, "Besides, you've never once given me the impression you'd be receptive, and I didn't particularly want to rock the boat by having a non-business relationship with one of our retailers. Things just seemed to settle into a comfortable routine between us." Cocking her head slightly, Angie sighed and said, "Yes, they did, didn't they? And then there was Carl. I guess you wouldn't have propositioned me most of last year because of him." 

    "You got it. Why did that end, by the way? He seemed to be pretty taken with you." 

    "He started pushing me to marry him. It went from being an idea to being a suggestion, then to a demand. He changed, Ed. Those last few months he wanted to know exactly where I was all the time. Who I was talking to and about what, and all that. Possessive as hell. One day he spied on me for two hours from that little restaurant across from my shop. Our argument that night was our last one. I ended it." 

    Lining up the text for page ten and marking the top and bottom of the blurb with pendant packets, Cade said, "Good move. Those things only get worse." 

    Angie watched him type for a moment, then asked, "You don't really want to hear about it, do you?" 

    "I'm just working while we talk. Besides, ol' Carl's history, isn't he?" Looking up, Cade said, "And if he isn't, do you want me to have a word with him..?" 

    "No," Angie interjected quickly. "No. He hasn't been a problem. I think he more or less got over things; when he came in the store with some friends two weeks ago, he just bought a few things and left. He was pleasant enough." Cade nodded, said, "Okay," and typed in the rest of the blurb. Angie fiddled with some packaged pendants for a time, then cleared her throat. 

    "Do you really think I'm attractive?" she asked softly, "I'm nowhere near as tall as any of your last... five... women." 

    Snickering at the tone of her 'last five women' comment, Cade said, 

"Yes'm, I think you're attractive. Likeable and lickable. Do I have to prove it, or will you take my word?" 

    Angie reddened a bit as she chuckled and said, "I'm almost tempted to make you prove it, you jerk." 

    "Have I ever lied to you about anything else?" 

    "This isn't like anything else. It's altogether different." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, then, if Helen decides not to play, I'll spend a night in your bed just to prove you're attractive, ma'am." 

    Rolling her eyes and looking vastly skeptical, Angie asked, "Oh, golly gee! Oh, how generous of you! Only one night?" 

    Switching to page eleven, Cade grinningly said, "Don't know yet. That would depend on how things go. You wouldn't get all clingy and possessive afterwards, would you?" 

    Flipping a packaged pendant at him, Angie firmly said, "Up yours, Cade! I could never let myself become like Carl." 

    Page eleven needed only two short paragraphs; Cade did them and turned to twelve as he said, "Glad to hear it, ma'am. Happy, in fact. Where are you going to be sleeping tonight? Here, or at home? Would I have to commute?" 

    "You can be such a putz, Cade. I'll be here, in the green tent behind the first-aid tent. Near the showers. That's if you're actually serious about this, of course." 

    "No challenge required, Miz Nicks. If Helen changes her mind about me crashing in her hooch, I'll be looking for another sanctuary." He chuckled and added, "And if you take me in, I won't try to fight off your lascivious advances or struggle. Not too much, anyway. Just enough so I won't look too easy." 

    Grinning hugely, Angie stood as if stunned with shock. 

    "Easy? You? Oh, hey, you know her first name, don't you? What's easy about that?" 

    Tapping up page thirteen while trying to look disappointed, Cade said, 

"Ah, sure, now I hear sarcasm. I expected so much better of you, you know. And I do just happen to know her last name, ma'am. It's Carvel. And since we have each others' business cards, she may even know mine by now." Angie rolled her eyes and shook her head as she fussed with the table display. Cade took advantage of her silence to type in catalog copy for page thirteen and brought up page fourteen, then adjusted the markers on the paper catalog. 

    After some moments, Angie asked, "Ed, were you serious?" 

    "About what in particular?" 

    With an exasperated sigh, Angie said, "What we talked about, damn it. Coming to my tent. All that." 

    "Well, if I find myself out in the cold tonight, yes, but I think she'll honor our deal about sleeping arrangements." 

    Parking her butt on the corner of the table, Angie asked, "If she won't... play... with you, does it matter where you sleep? I mean, if all you'd be doing is sleeping, anyway..." 

    Looking up, Cade said, "Put yourself in her place, Angie. I'd be saying

'Look, lady, if you aren't gonna put out, I'll go where I can get laid tonight'. Would Helen want me as a friend after I said --or did --something like that? Doubtful. Would she have anything nice to say about me? Also doubtful. Would you?" 

    Sighing, Angie said, "Yeah, yeah. You're right, I'd think you were a creep if you did that to me. I wasn't thinking. Sorry." 

    Grinning, Cade said, "No sweat, milady. It happens to men all the time. All the blood rushes south, y'know, and..." 

    Leaning close, Angie whisperingly enunciated, "Oh-fuck-you, Mr. Cade! 

Women don't have that problem." 

    Meeting her gaze and whispering in return, Cade firmly said, "Yeah, right. The hell they don't. Been there, seen that. How many times have I heard a woman say 'Fuck me harder! Faster! Come with meeee!'?" He chuckled and added, "Go ahead, Angie. Look me right in the eye and just try to believably tell me it isn't so. Women can get the hots worse than men. It just isn't quite so obvious because it's more... internalized." Blushing deeply, Angie straightened and gazed narrowly at Cade for some moments, then started to say something and didn't. She again took a breath as if to say something else, then moved around the display table. In a very cool tone, she said, "I'll be back in a while, Ed. Don't worry, I won't say anything to Helen. I wouldn't dream of ruining your chances." As Angie quick-marched away in the opposite direction from Helen's booth, Cade said, "Thank you, milady." 

    Resting a fist on her butt, Angie didn't look around as she shot him the finger. Cade grinned and went back to work. 

    When Jamie stopped at the booth some fifteen minutes later, Cade was able to type in the last few lines and declare the website suitable for hanging. 

    "You'll think of changes along the line," said Cade, "But it'll fly as it is. Now all we have to do is get you signed up for some free webspace and fix you up with a way to take credit cards as well as printed-out order forms and checks." 

    Jamie sat down at the computer and moused unbelievingly through the web pages in complete silence, then very softly stated, "Ho-ly shit! I gotta go tell Helen!" 

    "Sounds good. Something else to consider: this will only use about five percent of the available space. Do either of you have any poetry or artwork we can put up as extra visitor-bait? Or do your friends make things that you could include on your site? Maybe handicraft stuff you could sell for them on some kind of commission basis?" 

    Looking up from the screen with wide eyes, Jamie grinned and said, "Yeah! 

Yeah, we do! Oh, this is so cool! I'll be right back!" and hurried out of the booth. 

    A few minutes later, Helen appeared. Cade confirmed that the site was ready enough to go on-line and showed her the pages he'd made. After making one adjustment of wording concerning the jewelry in the paper catalog's blurb, she asked Cade to change it on the website, as well, which he did. Grinning hugely, Helen tore her eyes from the screen and quietly asked, 

"Would you like your check now?" 

    Putting a blank floppy in the laptop, Cade said, "Suits me, but we haven't signed you up for space and credit card services yet. I'm making you a disk of the site basics, but I'll need to make you a software CD, too. I'll have to do that at home." 

    Nodding, she said, "Okay. How soon will you be ready to go to dinner?" 

    "I'll pack this hardware and wash up. Fifteen minutes." Rising from the chair, Helen said, "You know where to find me. Don't get sidetracked. I'm starving." 

    She leaned to kiss him on the cheek and strode out of the booth. Cade turned off the laptop and packed everything into the trunk of his car, then stopped at the outdoor sinks to freshen up a bit, briefly admiring a blonde woman who was showering a few yards away. 

    The woman noticed Cade's glance as he washed his hands and face. She turned to face him with a smile and began generally re-washing herself. Cade chuckled, dried his hands and face, and gave her a grinning little salute before he headed back to Helen's booth. 
Chapter Five

    As Cade approached dealer's row, he decided to cut across the concrete pad with the light pole and the water faucet to save going all the way around the three corner tents. 

    His quiet steps weren't intentional; extension cords, garden hoses, and tent ropes formed a sort of a maze in the close quarters between tents. Cade threaded his way carefully around the obstacles and was about to emerge by the front of the tents when he heard Jamie speak. 

    "Well, I'm just too damned sorry you're getting cold feet," he said with an exasperated sigh, "But Clark's here and he wants me to stay with him." In a pleading tone, he added, "I haven't seen him in months, Helen! Not since March!" 

    When Helen made no reply, Jamie said, "Look, I don't know why you agreed to let him crash in our tent, anyway. We don't know anything about him." With a soft chuckle, Helen said, "Oh, get real. Since when does that matter to a queen like you? If he'd shown any interest in you, you'd have been all over him. Or all under him. Or all something like that, anyway." In a sullen tone, Jamie said, "It's different for men." 

    "Bullshit. Same diseases, same broken hearts. I've held your hand through how many breakups, Jamie?" After a pause, she said, "Never mind. Ed seems like a nice guy. I think I'll be all right with him, no matter how it goes tonight." 

    Cade had heard enough. Helen was reluctant. He'd tell her to forget the sleeping arrangements, then make a date with her about the website for Monday. Picking his way through the last of the maze to go around the tent, he emerged on the main thoroughfare in front of Helen's tent. 

    "Hi, all," he said, stepping in front of the doorway. Helen paused in taking off her shirt to say, "Hi, yourself. Your car or mine?" 

    It was impossible not to look at her, of course, so Cade didn't bother pretending disinterest in her bare breasts as she reached for a pullover-style golf shirt and put it on. As Helen tugged it into place, she met his gaze. 

    "My car'll do for a restaurant run," said Cade. She ran her fingers through her hair, tied it back in a ponytail, then picked up a leather handbag and said, "Ready. Jamie's not coming with us. An old friend from Tampa is here, and he hasn't seen him in months." Looking at Jamie, Cade said, "Have fun, then. Be careful and like that. Need a couple of rubbers?" 

    Jamie looked as if someone had goosed him hard and Helen snickered at his shocked expression, then laughed. 

    Glancing at her, then back to Jamie, Cade said, "I'm serious. What's he been doing all this time? With whom? All that. I've got maybe half a dozen rubbers in my backpack if you need some." 

    Laughing again as she stared at Cade, Helen asked, "Half a dozen? Boy, you come prepared, don't you?" 

    Giving her a nod, Cade said, "Yup. I've been to about a dozen of these events over the last seven years. The first time I came, I had to turn down what looked like a really fine offer. Ever since, I've come prepared." Returning his gaze to Jamie, Cade grinned as he said in a confidential tone, "They make you last longer, too, you know." Jamie's shocked look refreshed itself as Helen burst out laughing again and took Cade's arm to lead him out of the tent. She stopped at the doorway and turned to look at Jamie, then laughed again as she led Cade toward the parking lot. 

    "Queens," she said as they approached Cade's car. "They can be so funny. You ought to hear some of the things Jamie says about his... activities, yet he acts like a high school virgin if anyone outside his little group says the same things." 

    Cade chuckled with her, but made no reply as he got the car door for her. Helen reached across the seat to unlock his door and Cade's eyes fell on her long, lovely bare legs. 

    As they got underway, Cade considered how to open a conversation that would lead to letting Helen off the hook, if she truly believed that she was on one. He decided on the direct approach to the matter. 

    "Gee, milady, if I give Jamie a couple of rubbers, I'll only have four left. Would that be enough, do you think?" 

    Helen's wide-eyed look fixed on Cade's grinning face as he added, "For tonight, I mean. If you're planning to use me without mercy, we should probably stop and get more." 

    When her startled look only slightly abated after some moments, Cade chuckled and said, "Helen, I got the feeling earlier that you'd become... reluctant... about having me crash in your tent. If you want to forget that part of the deal, I can find another tent. Angie would have room in hers if we move some of the stuff she didn't put out today." 

    Her gaze returning to normal, Helen asked, "She'd let you sleep in her tent?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yeah. She knows me pretty well. If one of her old friends is here, though, I'll have to keep looking, curl up in the car, commute, or just go home." 

    Grinning again, he said, "At least I wouldn't have to buy more rubbers. Angie sells them, so she can just write a few of the fancy ones off her taxes as advertising samples." 

    Snickering, Helen asked, "Fancy ones, huh?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Some of hers have ribs, bumps, bright colors, and one even glows in the dark." He held his left hand nine inches or so above his fly and said, "Imagine one of those things glowing green or blue as it comes toward you in a dark room. Damn. That would work well in a porno horror movie." That made Helen laugh. She had one of those full, rich laughs that felt as good as it sounded. 

    As her laugh faded, Cade looked at her as innocently as possible and insisted, "Well, it would, wouldn't it?" 

    "I guess that would depend on your point of view," laughed Helen. "From mine, it might not be such a bad thing. It would depend on who it was attached to." 

    Laughing with her, Cade said, "From my point of view, it would be time to haul ass out of there." He made a little "See ya, bye!" salute, then asked, 

"You were feeling a little uncertain about my sharing your tent, weren't you?" Helen nodded. "A little, yes. After Jamie told me he was going to bunk with Clark, anyway." 

    Glancing at her, Cade said, "Well, give it some more thought while we eat. No pressure." Returning his eyes to the road, he added, "On the other hand, I give really good massages and I'm very attentive to details." Grinning, Helen asked, "You are, huh? What kind of details are we talking about, here?" 

    Again glancing at her, he said, "That would be up to you, milady, as long as they didn't involve getting or giving pain." Shaking his head slightly, Cade chatted on with, "Definitely no pain stuff. If it hurts, it isn't fun. Nothing anal, either. Vibrators can be fun, though. If you have one, I'll tickle you senseless with it during rest breaks." 

    After a long look and a short chuckle, Helen asked, "Senseless? Ha. Even I've never been able to tickle myself senseless with one, and I know the landscape pretty well. What secret, magical, mystical vibrator tricks could you possibly know that I don't?" 

    Giving her a sidelong look, Cade said with mock drama, "Uh-uh! Nope. No way, lady! It's called show and tell, not show or tell." Shrugging, he added, 

"Besides, they aren't really magic tricks, unless magic comes in double-A batteries. How far up the road is that Ryan's?" 

    Regarding Cade wryly, Helen said, "About three miles from the forty-one turnoff, she said." 

    Looking at the multitude of signs along the way, Cade said, "Hm. We're that far already. Bet she doesn't drive. Oh, well. If we don't find Ryan's, we'll find something else on this road." 

    "What makes you think she doesn't drive?" 

    "It just doesn't seem likely. Drivers and walkers see things differently. A mile is a bit more than a minute to drivers. A non-driver will usually underestimate driving distances." 

    Several seconds passed before Helen asked, "Don't you want to know if you're right about her?" 

    "I'd rather know if I'm wrong; then I can either figure out why and adjust or dump an unreliable opinion." 

    Another moment passed before Helen said, "She doesn't drive. She has some kind of vision problem." After a pause, she asked, "Do you have a lot of... opinions... like that?" 

    Smiling wryly, Cade asked, "You mean subjective ones? The kind that tend to pigeonhole people to a degree?" 

    With a small shrug, Helen nodded. "Yeah. I guess." 

    "Probably," said Cade, "But they'd be based on my observations and my own actual experiences. I'm not big on accepting hearsay or other peoples' 

opinions as gospel." 

    Glancing at Helen, he said, "Let's see now; she's a gorgeous six-foot blonde who came to a pagan event as a dealer and brought a very gay male friend who'd be sleeping in her tent tonight if not for the sudden appearance of his old buddy. No ring on her finger. She has a firm demeanor, didn't spend much time out of her booth today, and was equally friendly to men and women as far as I could determine. That means what? That she's generally friendly or something of a loner? Either would have to be by her choice, because --as I said --she's kind of gorgeous." 

    As Helen silently watched him, Cade sipped his coffee and put the cup back in the holder. 

    "To summarize, milady; I'd say that you prefer being somewhat apart from the herd and you don't really care what the herd thinks about that. Could be you like both men and women because you eyed me appraisingly rather than with the, umm... quiet disdain... most lesbians have for men. You didn't bat an eye at the idea of having me crash in your tent while your gay friend was also scheduled to sleep there, so I think you tend to trust your own tentative judgments about people, but you like to verify your evaluations of people before allowing them to truly become part of your world. Nothing unusual about that. We all do it. I think you also like to be able to learn something from everyone you meet, which means that you probably socialize rather selectively." 

    Pointing ahead at a sign, he grinningly added, "And there's the restaurant, at long last. Seven miles, not three." 

    Helen didn't take her eyes off Cade to look at the sign, but then she faced front and looked thoughtful as they entered the parking lot and located one of the few spaces remaining, a few yards from the dumpsters. As they headed for the restaurant's front doors, Cade saw a four-inch nail on the pavement and bent to pick it up and toss it at one of the boxes by the dumpster, aiming at a capital "O" in the company name printed on the box. The nail sank into the cardboard just below the "O". Cade shrugged mentally as he got underway again. Good enough that it had stuck in the box at all from a carlength away. 

    "You must be a good dart player," said Helen. 

    "Just got lucky." 

    "Oh, no. I don't think so. You hit the box, but you looked sort of disappointed. Were you aiming at the "O"?" Nodding, Cade said, "Yup," as they headed for the doors. Patting his shoulder with a grin, Helen oozed phony sympathy as she said, 

"Well, then, don't let it worry you unduly. It was still a good throw. You didn't miss by much." 

    Returning her grin, Cade said, "Gee, thanks, ma'am. I feel all better now." 

    Helen chuckled as Cade opened the door for her. They both took the buffet special and Cade wasn't very surprised to see Helen load two plates with meats, green beans, and mashed potatoes, then butter just about everything except the meats. 

    His plates were similar, with the addition of a big dollop of spinach and a side dish of salad that he dosed with Thousand Island dressing before putting it on his tray. 

    "We seem to have similar tastes in food," said Helen. She added a small salad to her own tray and they went to look for a table. Cade noticed people watching them pass and heard a guy in his twenties snicker and whisper, "Check her out, man! That ol' girl could play football!" The other guy at the table also snickered and stage-whispered, "You ab-so-lootly sure that's a girl, Benny?" 

    Helen stiffened slightly at that comment, put her tray down on a nearby table, walked to the table where the whispering had occurred, and stood with her hands on her hips a couple of feet from the table. 

    People at surrounding tables fell silent and tried not to notice what seemed about to occur. The two men who'd been whispering and two women at that table stared up at Helen for a moment before she spoke. 

    "I know I'm unusually tall," she said quietly to the guy who'd wondered if she was really a girl, "But I was born like this, so there's not much I can do about it. What's your excuse for being an ignorant jerk?" As the guy bridled angrily at her comment, Helen turned to walk away. The guy reached to grab her wrist and Helen instantly drove a knuckle into the back of his hand that made him let go of her with a yelp. He stood up facing her. 

    In a flat, dangerous tone, Helen said, "Don't grab me again. I'll hurt you. Right here in front of your friends." 

    The guy on the other side of the table also stood up. Cade put his tray down by Helen's and moved to stand quietly between that guy and Helen. He saw a man in one of the burgundy restaurant uniforms hold a hurried conversation with another employee by the salad bar. 

    Their multidirectional staring match continued for another few moments before Cade glanced around at everybody, thumbed at the salad bar, and quietly said, "If we all don't settle down soon, we're going to have company. Going to jail would put a big, expensive dent in everybody's weekend, so why don't we all just sit down and forget it." 

    Except to glance at Cade, neither of the guys moved for some moments, then one of the women at their table nervously muttered, "He's right, Lee. We don't need no cop trouble." 

    The guy in front of Helen snapped, "Shut up, Janie," but his eyes flicked to the other guy, who shook his head and glanced at his chair meaningfully. When Cade's hand touched Helen's shoulder, she startled slightly. Her eyes never left the guy in front of her as she nodded tightly and stepped back a pace. Cade also stepped back a pace. 

    Nobody moved for some moments, then the other guy eased back into his chair. Lee stared at his friend briefly, then wordlessly glanced at the women at the table before his eyes met Helen's again. He put a hand on the table and also eased himself back into his chair. 

    Helen stepped back another pace and half-turned to pick up her tray and begin walking away. Cade followed, also never quite turning his back on their adversaries, even when he picked up his tray. 

    They picked a table on the other side of the room, then sat down. Helen still looked pretty pissed. Cade decided to try for a smile. 

    "Don't even look at them," said Cade, handing Helen the salt shaker to refocus her attention. "Stupid people are like chimpanzees. If you make eye contact, they may start screeching and throwing crap." Helen used the salt shaker as she eyed Cade, then replied, "Is that where the phrase 'going apeshit' comes from?" 

    "Must be. That's what they do when they get upset." As they seasoned their food, Cade said, "Hope you don't mind that I stepped in, but the other guy got up, too." 

    Giving him a wry look, Helen said, "Well, no, I guess I don't mind too much. But next time ask first, okay?" 

    With a nod, Cade said, "Oh, yes, ma'am. Ask first. Got it, ma'am. I wouldn't dream of spoiling your fun, you know." 

    Helen snapped, "I never said it would have been fun." 

    "You didn't have to. You reacted instantly when he grabbed your arm and you were ready to let him swing at you. Since you seem fairly bright and there are no scars on your face, I'll assume you know how to block a punch. And throw one." 

    Sitting upright, Helen gazed at Cade in silence for a time, then started cutting her steak. Cade cut his own without speaking, and for a while they quietly ate their dinners. 

    The group at the other table left maybe ten minutes later and gave Helen and Cade some sullen glances as they headed out the front door, but none of them said anything aloud. 

    When Cade ran low on dr pepper, he asked if Helen wanted a refill of Coke and was half out of his chair when she said in a tense tone, "Tell me something, Ed. Are you going to make up some excuse and disappear when we get back to camp?" 

    Meeting her eyes, Cade saw that Helen had the look of someone who fully expected to be fired and simply wanted to cut to the quick of it. Sitting back down, Cade said, "No, Helen. That you aren't a meek little mouse of a woman comes as no particular surprise to me. Like I told Jamie, you're big, bright, bold, and beautiful, and that works just fine for me." There was a pause as she seemed to evaluate his words, then she said, "But you haven't said a word to me for almost ten minutes." Shrugging, Cade replied, "So? You haven't said anything, either. I thought you had things on your mind." 

    Watching him as if to determine the truth, Helen asked, "Did you really say that to Jamie?" 

    "Yup." 

    "Why?" 

    "He seemed surprised that you didn't intimidate me and that I really seemed to like you." 

    "What?!" 

    Cade grinned and said, "Back a little farther; he warned me that you tend to intimidate men. I said you'd probably have that effect on insecure guys, but that I wasn't terribly insecure. He thought that was funny until I told him to tell you what I said at the car. A little later he seemed surprised that we were getting along pretty well. That's when I said, 'She's big, bright, bold, and beautiful. What's not to like?'" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Jamie laughed, but he looked as if he was trying to figure something out. That kind of made me wonder if you were a lesbian, but it wasn't important. We were getting along and you're good company." Smiling, Helen asked, "I'm good company, huh?" Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. That you are. Ready for a refill?" Helen handed Cade her glass and he headed for the soda fountain, where he took his time letting the overly-foamy drinks settle. It seemed likely to Cade that Helen would take the opportunity of his absence to mentally review the last half hour or so. 

    People think differently when they're alone and are unlikely to have to make an impromptu response. Cade wanted Helen to have some private time as much as he wanted a few minutes of it for himself. 

    To Cade, Helen's response to the guy's words didn't indicate a short temper; it only meant that she'd heard too many 'ain't she a big one?' 

comments in her life and had learned that such people can't correct their behavior without assistance. 

    Her instant countering of the guy's grab at her arm had been the result of training, as had her quiet, watchful manner once she'd freed herself and calmly informed him of what would happen if he tried to grab her again. She'd exhibited a level of contained intensity during the face-off, but no particular fear. That could mean that she either had a veteran fighter's confidence in her abilities or the kind of confidence that comes from winning a few belts in formal dojo competitions. 

    Either source was valid as far as untrained rednecks were concerned, and no redneck with any training would have been at such a loss for a next move. Helen had made her point with the guy without having to fight him. While Cade had admired her capability and spine, Helen's reactions to his comments about not spoiling her fun and thinking she'd be able to throw a punch made him believe that complimenting her too well in that vein might only make her feel that she'd simply proven herself 'too different' yet again. As he approached the table and set the drinks down, Helen busied herself sliding napkins under them, then sipped hers and put it back down before saying, "Thanks." 

    Cade nodded and set about finishing his meal as Helen did the same. Some long moments of silence passed before Helen set her fork down and sighed. 

    "Go ahead," she said, "Say whatever you feel you have to say about what happened." 

    "Okay," said Cade. "Well done." 

    When he said no more, Helen peered at him and asked, "That's it? Nothing else?" 

    Meeting her gaze, he said, "No fuss, no muss, nobody got hurt or went to jail, and we didn't get thrown out of here. No complaints, ma'am. Well done." Clearly convinced that Cade wasn't voicing all his thoughts on the matter, Helen picked up her fork and said, "Uh, huh." 

    Putting his own fork down, Cade laughed and said, "Well, hey, I'm sorry, lady, but I don't have any ribbons or medals on me at the moment. I think you handled yourself well and looked damned good while you did it, but I really didn't expect any less of you." 

    Sitting back in her chair and giving Cade an 'oh, really?' look, Helen asked, "You didn't, huh?" 

    Around the last few of his green beans, Cade said, "Nope. I figure he was just the latest jerk in a line of them that leads back into your childhood. Guys like him are why you learned how to deal with guys like him. No mystery to it." 

    Studying him intently, she asked, "You don't think it's unusual for a woman to stand up to a man like that?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "It might be unusual for women who stand five-two, weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet, and don't know how to fight." Sipping his drink, Cade continued, "Standing up for yourself isn't unusual for you. You've had some training and you're in great shape and the guy had a nasty mouth. For all I know, you've got a black belt in something and you could have flattened both of them." 

    "Brown," said Helen. "Tae Kwon Do." At that, Cade gave her a fat grin. 

    "Cool! Same here. Got mine in '72." 

    "1987," said Helen, her own grin forming. "Ft. Benning, Georgia. My dad was Army." She laughed and added, "You may have run into him somewhere." Raising a hand, Cade said, "Uh, uh. Don't go there. If I'm supposed to be trying to seduce you, this really isn't a good time for me to be compared to your daddy." 

    Giving him a wry look, Helen grinningly said, "You don't seem to be trying very hard." 

    Looking as stressed as possible, Cade said, "Hey, I'm doing your website. You want flowers and candlelight, too?" 

    Helen laughed and regarded Cade for some moments as he sipped his drink, then she said, "Bathroom. Back in a minute," and scooted her chair back to get up. 

Chapter Six

    As Cade waited for Helen's return, he turned in his chair and scanned the parking lot on general principles. There was no sign of the redneck or his friends, but Cade didn't simply take that observation as gospel. Two couples heading into the restaurant seemed to notice something to the far left of the front doors. Cade rose to have a look, but the object of their attentions appeared to be only a dog crossing the parking lot near the dumpsters. 

    Cade wrapped a few meat scraps in a napkin and set the little bundle aside as Helen returned from the bathroom. Friendly or not, if the dog was still out there when they left, the scraps would be a distraction. 

    "You're thinking about a snack later?" asked Helen. 

    "There's a dog outside. It may be hungry." 

    "I saw you looking out the window. Do you think those people are still around?" 

    "It's possible." 

    "And if they are?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Then we call the cops. We don't need them following us back to camp." 

    They left the table and headed toward the doors. As they passed the reception counter, Cade stopped and waved at one of the burgundy-jacketed guys to come over. 

    When he arrived, Cade said, "You're one of the guys who saw what happened earlier. I want you to keep an eye on us until we're out of your parking lot. If anything happens to us out there, call the cops." Raising his hands protestingly, the guy said, "Sir, we don't want any trouble here..." 

    "Neither do we. That's why you're going to watch us leave. Just call the cops if anything happens in your parking lot. It's a lot cheaper than dealing with lawsuits because you didn't." 

    The guy walked with them to the doors, but no farther. Cade opened the door for Helen and they left the restaurant to head toward the car, examining the surrounding cars for any signs of occupation. There were none. About halfway to Cade's car, the dog made an appearance. It wasn't scrawny and didn't seem aggressive, and when Cade tossed the scraps toward it, the dog shied away, but soon realized what all the bits on the ground were. They walked past the dog and got into the car, then Cade backed them out and aimed the car up one of the nearby rows, which made Helen glance at him oddly. 

    "There's no exit this way." 

    "I know," said Cade, "But watch the cars around us. If anyone's waiting for us, they may decide we're getting away." 

    At the end of the row was a low curb. Cade rolled carefully over it and down the slope to the street, then headed away from SR52 and quickly turned the next corner to enter the dead-end street behind the restaurant. After a quick 3-point turn they were facing the way they'd come and Cade stopped the car well short of the intersection behind some hedges. 

    "What the hell are we doing here?" asked Helen. 

    "Just waiting a few. I'm not a trusting soul, Helen. If anyone comes after us, they'll be here soon." 

    "Then what?" 

    "Then we'll know whether or not we have reason to call the cops and we head back to the restaurant." 

    "How long are we going to sit here?" 

    "About as long as it takes someone to drive from the front entrance of the restaurant lot, across fifty-two and into a turn lane, and a block of..." he read the street sign... "Elm street." Grinning, he added, "And they'd probably be in a hurry." 

    Giving him a rather skeptical look, Helen asked, "Do you really think they were out there? That they're following us?" 

    Cade smiled and said, "Nope. I don't. But it won't cost us anything at all to be sure. In fact, they've already had just about all the time they'd need, so we can get underway." 

    As they moved toward the intersection, a brown car whizzed past, but it contained only two people. Helen's startled gaze nonetheless locked on the car and followed it until it was out of sight, which left her looking at Cade. She said nothing, so neither did he as they headed back to SR52. Helen seemed to study the restaurant parking lot as they passed it. A few minutes later, Cade pulled in at the convenience store on the corner of 52 and 41 and lifted his large cooler out of the trunk of the car. Tilting it, he let melted ice drain out of it, then went inside and bought another two bags of ice, which he tucked in around two six-packs of Ice House beer and four two-liter bottles of dr pepper. 

    "What?" asked Helen, "No wine?" 

    "I don't drink wine. If you do, say so while we're here and we'll toss some in." 

    Grinning as she pointed at the Ice House, she asked, "Is that stuff any good?" 

    "Well, I drink it and it isn't the cheapest stuff on the rack. You can get what you usually drink, ma'am. I won't be offended. Not too much, anyway. I mean, I'll probably get over it eventually, I guess. I think. Maybe." Helen laughed, "I'll get a six of mine. Back in a few." Cade pulled one of the dr peppers out to make room for Helen's beer as he waited. She returned with a six pack of Coors and a six of wine coolers and he made them fit without losing any ice. 

    Eyeing the cooler as he put the lid on it, she said, "Sharing a cooler is only a step away from being engaged, isn't it?" 

    "In Texas, it is. I'm not sure about Florida." He stood back and studied Helen from toes to nose, then shrugged and said, "Oh, well. Could be worse, I suppose." 

    Grinning as she swatted at his arm, Helen yelped, "Hey! 'Could be worse'?! 

What's that supposed to mean?!" 

    Laughing as he evaded her swat and slipped around the car to the driver's door, Cade said, "Oh, nothing, milady! Nothing at all! Ready to go?" Once they were in the car, she reached to poke a finger in Cade's side and asked, "Care to explain that crack?" 

    Starting the car, Cade said, "Sure. You could be like most of the other women at the event; way too short for your weight, too wrapped up in religious stuff, or involved with someone." 

    His answer seemed to puzzle her. 

    "If you feel that way, why do you come to these things?" 

    "Because they're generally nice people and --although it may seem otherwise at times --I don't go to these things to try to get laid. I go to hang out and get away from things, just like everybody else. This time I got lucky and met you." 

    She laughed and said, "Uh, huh. Will you still feel that way if you don't get lucky with me?" 

    Glancing at her, Cade said, "Yeah, I think so. You seem to be someone worth knowing." 

    Eyeing him for a moment as he took the car out of the parking lot and into traffic, Helen said, "Hey. Look at me." 

    "At the light. Hang on one." 

    When the car stopped, Cade turned to meet her eyes. 

    Helen asked, "Did you really mean that?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yeah, I meant it. Are you having a hard time believing things today?" 

    She shrugged. "I just don't hear things like that from men very often. Go. The light's green." 

    So it was; Cade turned south on 41 and headed toward the resort, aware that Helen hadn't taken her eyes off him. Helen noted a Pasco County bloodmobile pulling out of a gas station parking lot and wondered aloud where it might be going on a Friday evening. 

    "Probably back to the barn," said Cade. "They'll offload the day's take and add it to the inventory." He looked at Helen and asked, "Do you give blood?" 

    "Yes, actually. Two weeks ago. But I've never seen a bloodmobile in Crystal River. I'm not even sure they have one." 

    "I've seen one up there. At the mall on a Saturday. Look on the back seat, under the pillow. A tee-shirt." 

    Helen craned to move the pillow and brought the shirt to the front seat, then unfolded it and read aloud, "Galloneer." 

    "That's me." 

    "You're really into giving blood, huh?" 

    "Nope. I'm into the free testing that goes with it. If they see anything they shouldn't, they'll call you about it." 

    With a wry look and a raised eyebrow, Helen asked, "And what would they be likely to find in your blood?" 

    "Nothing, I hope, but they look for a fairly wide range of chemical and biological stuff. They don't want to be sued or see 'Blood Bank Screwed Up' 

headlines on the news, so giving blood is a way of getting a minor medical exam for free." 

    "You don't do it to help people?" 

    "Well, that's in there somewhere, too, but it isn't my main reason. Sorry. I may not say what someone wants to hear, but I'll tell it like it is if I tell it at all." 

    Snickering, Helen said, "You're... interesting. Sometimes you don't say what I expect to hear. Other times you do." 

    Grinning, Cade said, "Wait till we've had a few beers and some time in the hot tub." 

    "Oh, really? Are you planning to get drunk and rowdy?" 

    "Nah. I'll probably just act a lot like any other average guy in close quarters with a naked goddess-blonde. You won't lose that interest in me then, will you, ma'am?" 

    Returning his grin, she said, "Well, if we've made it as far as the hot tub, probably not." 

    Wiping imaginary sweat from his forehead with a relieved sigh, Cade said, 

"Wow, that's reassuring. I was kind of worried that you'd dump me the first time you caught me tasting my way up your legs, y'know." Laughing explosively, Helen said, "Gawd... tasting my legs... Yeah, you're sounding pretty average already." 

    Cade glanced at her and saw a tinge of pink around her face and throat. Good. Her imagination had placed his tongue in her favorite spot. Or spots. He noted again that she had a rather full-bodied, melodious laugh and he let Helen see his enjoyment of it. 

    With a quizzical look, Helen asked, "Now what are you grinning about?" 

    "Your laugh. I like it. A lot." 

    Blinking at him for a moment, Helen asked, "You like my laugh?" 

    "Yup. It feels good to hear it. It makes me want to find ways to keep you laughing." 

    "Huh," she grunted, looking ahead of the car. "I always thought it was just like the rest of me --too damned big." 

    Looking back at him, Helen's gaze turned critical as she asked, "Are you for real, Ed?" 

    "Well, I'd sure like to think so, of course. If I'm not, I've wasted a hell of a lot of time and effort being me." 

    "Very funny. You know what I mean. All the compliments. Ever since we met, it's seemed as if every third word out of you is something flattering about me. Even my size." Sighing and sweepingly gesturing with a hand to indicate herself from toes to head, Helen added, "And I'll tell you right now, I'm damned sure not used to that from men." 

    With a wry grin, Cade said, "I'd bet certain of the women at these events go all a-flutter around you, though. What are you getting at, milady? You think maybe I'm just trying to get laid in the great outdoors this weekend?" Rather flatly, Helen said, "That thought had occurred to me, yes. It wouldn't be the first time that..." 

    Raising an interrupting index finger, Cade said, "Hold on one. Think. If all I wanted was to get laid, how hard would I have to work at it, do you think? What do you think my chances would be with Angie, for instance? Good? 

Fair? Poor? " 

    After some moments of silently gazing at him, Helen said softly, "Good, I think. Very good, in fact." 

    "So why haven't I dumped my gear in her tent, ma'am?" 

    "I've wondered about that. She's an attractive woman." Glancing at her, Cade asked, "Would you have an affair with a long-time client? Risk your business over it?" 

    "That would depend, I guess. Probably not, unless... Is that the only reason you're not with her?" 

    Easing the car past someone changing a flat on a big truck, Cade said, 

"No. Of course it isn't. She was an accidental rescue some years ago. Angie's business was on the rocks and she'd just escaped a nasty relationship. She was very suspicious of me --and of all men in general --but she didn't want to lose her business. I offered her a big pile of imaginary inventory to help keep her doors open a while longer and I set her up on the Internet. I think she was waiting for the other shoe to drop during most of our first year together." 

    Raising an eyebrow, Helen asked, "Imaginary inventory?" 

    "Yeah. Actually a three thousand dollar credit line so she could sell our stuff in her shop and take orders on the Net. I held the title to her car for about six months while she rebuilt her empire, then gave it back to her one afternoon over coffee in the back room of the shop." With a snorting chuckle, he said, "You should have seen her reaction when I handed the title back to her along with a receipt for her latest check. The air in that room chilled to damned near zero." 

    Looking rather puzzled, Helen asked, "Why?" 

    "I was supposed to hold the car title for a year. She handed it back to me and rather suspiciously asked why I was giving it back early. You could almost hear her legs slam together under her desk." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I'd had access to her books, of course. Helped with them now and then when she was pressed for time. She was no more a risk than any other business client, so I was going to pop her account over to our normal ledger. But Angie had to hear that from Sharon to believe it." Some moments passed before Helen asked, "But now she's willing to let you sleep in her tent? Why the change of heart?" 

    Grinning at Helen, Cade suggested, "Yeah, well, maybe she just got real tired of waiting for that other shoe to drop and wants to hear it hit the floor at long last?" 

    Helen grinned back and said, "No, I kind of don't think so. She's obviously somewhat fond of you these days." 

    "Hm. Well, maybe you're right, ma'am. Guess I probably shouldn't tell her I've been behaving myself all these years just so I could con my way into her pants at a pagan event, huh?" 

    Laughing, Helen grinned and shook her head vigorously, then said, "No! 

Definitely not." 

    They'd arrived at the rough limerock road that led to the campground, and except for a few minor swear words as the road battered the tires, conversation ended for a while. 

    When Cade parked the car, Helen put a hand on his arm to stop him from getting out immediately and said, "You can stop wondering where you're going to sleep tonight." 

    Cade smilingly lifted her hand to his lips and said, "Thank you, milady. Do you happen to have any baby oil or Jergens?" 

    Shaking her head, Helen grinningly said, "No. I've got something better, though. I'll show you later. It's green." 

    "Green, huh? Well, that's something to look forward to." Laughing again, Helen opened her door and got out of the car. Cade did likewise, then opened the trunk. They took the cooler and Cade's gear to her tent, then sat down with a couple of drinks. 

    "Hot tub first?" asked Helen. 

    "Whither thou goest, I'll go," said Cade. "Doesn't matter to me, as long as you're there." He used the sweaty beer bottle to swipe a clean streak in the campground dust on his arm and added, "But I could use a shower first. I really don't want to leave a ring around the tub or the other people in it." Using a finger to draw an imaginary line across his chest, Cade stared at it disapprovingly as he muttered, "Eeewww." 

    Helen's snicker turned into a giggle, then a gut-busting laugh as a shadow fell across the tent's threshold and a grinning Jamie asked, "Am I interrupting anything?" 

    "Nope," said Cade, holding the tent flap back for him. "We were just talking about bathtub rings." 

    Jamie's grin froze and his eyes appeared troubled as he tried to wrap his mind around the humor of bathtub rings. His truly confused expression set Helen off again and she managed to hand her bottle of wine to Cade an instant before she fell backward, guffawing and pointing at Jamie. 

    "Whaaat..?" he asked plaintively, which only perpetuated Helen's fit of laughter. 

    Gesturing at the cooler, Cade said, "Have a seat until she gets through this and maybe she'll be able to tell you." 

    Moving to perch on the cooler, Jamie asked, "Why can't you tell me?" Shaking his head, Cade said, "You might not believe me." Glancing at Helen, then looking somewhat suspiciously at Cade, Jamie asked, "You sure you weren't talking about me?" 

    "Yup. It wasn't about you 'till you made that face." Jamie's troubled, confused expression returned as he asked, "What face?" Helen had almost settled down enough to sit up, but Jamie's expression set her off again. 

    "That face," said Cade. 

    Stark realization replaced confusion and Jamie muttered, "Oh!" in a manner that didn't help Helen's condition. He gave her a flat glower for a moment, then turned to Cade. 

    "Anyway... I just came over to see if I could borrow your laptop to show our new website to some friends." 

    "Not a chance in hell," Cade instantly responded, although he smiled as he said it. "My lappie doesn't go anywhere without me. Why not bring your buds over here, instead?" 

    With a glance toward some other tents, Jamie said, "Well, uh... I don't think this would be a good time..." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Well, when it is a good time, I'll be happy to fire it up for them. No problem." 

    "But it would only be for a few minutes..." 

    "No." 

    "What is it? Are you afraid I'll steal it or something? Maybe see something I shouldn't?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "Sure, keep pushing and you and your friends won't see a damned thing until the site is finished and on-line, Jamie. Back off now and I'll run it up for them later, but I won't let anyone else mess with my laptop." 

    Now sitting up and definitely not in a mood to laugh, Helen said quietly, 

"Don't pester him, Jamie," as she took her wine bottle back from Cade. After a sip, she added, "Was that the only reason you stopped by?" Glancing at Cade's bedroll and gear, Jamie said, "No, but I can see the answer to my other question." Facing Helen with a saccharine smile, he asked cattily, "Have you decided whether he'll have to use his own sleeping bag?" 

    "Yes," said Helen, her smile matching his, "As a matter of fact, I have, and now that you're all out of snide little questions, you can scamper on back to your little friends, princess. We have some things to do." Standing up and trying to affect an air of regal aloofness without bumping his head on a tent pole, Jamie huffed, "Well, I have no doubt of that," and set forth from the tent. 

    Watching him mince away at a quick pace, Cade shook his head and muttered, 

"Jesus H. Frog..." Meeting Helen's gaze, he said, "I don't think I know any women who are that effiminate. How much of it's an act and how much of it's real, Helen?" 

    Shrugging, she answered, "Does it matter? It's the way he is, that's all. Does it bother you?" 

    "Nah. Not 'bother'. It just seems so fake. So overdone." Sighing, Helen sipped her wine and said, "That's because it is. I've seen him practice in front of a mirror." 

    "Any idea why he does it?" 

    She shook her head and grinned wryly. "No, not really. Let's finish our drinks and take a couple of new ones with us. Got a towel in all that stuff?" 

    "No, but there's one in my backpack." Cade got to his feet and added, 

"Back in a minute." 

    At the car, he unlocked the passenger door to get his backpack. As he turned the key, he saw Helen's tent reflected in the window. A small flash occurred within the tent and he turned to look toward it. A camera flash? No, it hadn't been that bright. 

    The lights from the clubhouse across the lake were backlighting and shining through the tent fabric and Cade suddenly realized that Helen's tent was completely empty. 

    Looking around, he expected to see her checking on her booth or messing with the campfire. Nope. No Helen anywhere in sight. As his gaze panned the area and then returned to the tent, there was another slight flash from within the tent. 

    Cade froze against the door he'd partially opened and stared for a long moment at the silhouette of Helen, on her knees in the tent, her hands clasped in front of her as if in prayer. She stood up, leaned to put something down, picked something else up, and moved toward the tent's opening. His eyes never left her as she emerged from the tent and ambled up the trail to the parking lot. As she approached, Cade shook himself out of his startlement and reached into the car for his backpack, then locked and shut the car door. 

    With absolute certainty, Cade realized that he'd just seen Helen appear in that tent where before there'd been nothing. A trick of the light? 

    He looked at the tent again. Someone walked behind it to the water faucet, casting a much less-defined silhouette due to being completely behind both walls of the tent. 

    A trick of some other kind? Conceivable, but --as with the fire-starting trick --he had to ask himself why she'd bother. It wasn't as if she had to impress him at all; she'd already managed that without tricks. When Helen passed by the nightlight-sized light that marked the step at the edge of the parking area, he saw that she carried a towel and a small bag. She was otherwise gloriously naked in the gathering twilight. Stopping a few feet away from him, she grinningly said, "I thought I'd come up here and surprise you." 

    Eyeing her naked form, Cade said, "Well, you've definitely succeeded, milady." 

    Her eyes glittered in the moonlight as they followed his gaze over her body. Cade noted her pink nipples, standing full like stubby erasers, and her belly, which was nearly, but not quite, flat and boasted an innie-style navel. Helen's legs were long, but well-filled and solid, and her arms were the same. He wondered what she did to keep them that way. His eyes traced the lines of her shoulder and throat upward and ended their journey as their gazes met. 

    "I was right," he said softly, "I think you are some kind of a goddess, Helen. Where were you born? Mount Olympus?" 

    Helen's grin widened and she made a mock-curtsey as she said, "Oh, you're too kind, sir, but I was born in Wisconsin, unless they've lied to me all my life. Need any help?" 

    Hoisting his backpack, Cade said, "Nope. This is it. Hope you don't mind if I stare a bit. You're definitely worth it." 

    She took his free arm and walked with him back toward the tent as she laughed, "Stare all you want. It's good for my ego." A few steps later she said, "Oh, good news; I found my green goo. I'd like to save that for later, though. It can be one of the last things we do tonight." 

    "Sounds good. What's in it?" 

    "Aloe and herbs added to Johnson's hand lotion with a scent mix I like. Nothing special, really, just my own concoction." 

    A few steps later, she asked, "Is computer work all you do in the real world, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, pretty much. Is your shop all you do?" With a small smile, she said, "Yeah, pretty much." Stopping their amble at the big oak tree by the beginning of the path around the lake, Helen put her back to it and rubbed up and down, then sideways, then she sighed as she leaned against the tree and stretched. 

    "Nature's own back scratcher," she said, "Come here, Ed. I want a kiss." With a quick little salute, Cade said, "Oh, yes'm. As you command, milady," then set his backpack down and stepped over to stand before Helen and take her in his arms. 

    Helen giggled. "You make me feel so special. How come you haven't tried to kiss me before now?" 

    "I usually prefer to let a woman tell me when it's time. There are fewer mistakes and misunderstandings that way." 

    "What if the woman is... oh, maybe a little shy?" 

    "Not likely. Shy women don't interest me much." 

    "What if she's waiting for you to initiate matters? She might get the idea that you're the one being shy." 

    "Heh. Also unlikely. From all I've said today, you can't have the slightest doubt about how I feel about you. I was just letting you decide whether to proceed in that direction." 

    Peering at him for a moment, Helen laughed softly, then said, "Uh, huh. Well, it's time to proceed." 

    After a soft, lingering kiss that Cade turned into many feathery kisses along her neck and shoulder, he said, "I'd have been happy to scratch your back, you know." 

    Shrugging, Helen said, "It was as good a way as any to bring us into the shadows between the trees. A first kiss should be a private thing, don't you think?" 

    Cade really wouldn't have cared where they'd been, but he shrugged agreeably and replied, "Sure." 

    "Hah," Helen snorted with a headshake and a snicker. "No you don't. You'd kiss me anywhere, anytime." 

    Snapping his fingers softly as if caught fibbing, he said, "Yeah, well, I guess you're right, ma'am. As long as I'm kissing you, we could be in Grand Central Station and it really wouldn't matter a fat damn to me. Let 'em take pictures if they want. I'll probably buy a dozen and put 'em in fancy frames." 
Chapter Seven

    An approaching figure waved at them in the gathering darkness and asked in a rather formal fashion if they'd be attending the event's official open circle ritual. 

    Helen sighingly answered with, "It's me, Darla. Helen." The figure became a somewhat hefty young woman in a flowing robe as she drew closer. She held a rather gaudy, crystal-topped, leather-wrapped walking staff a bit more than four feet tall and carried a large silver goblet in her left hand. 

    "Oh," said Darla, in the tone of one who realizes the utter futility of something. "Well, then, how about you, good sir?" 

    "Nope. I'm with her." 

    Darla hesitated, seeming to want to say more, but then she nodded, said, 

"Peace and contentment be yours," in a manner not much different from a store clerk's "Y'all come back now," and continued around the tents to the main pathway. 

    "Her sister is leading the circle tonight," Helen whispered, watching Darla walk away. Turning to Cade, she asked, "Are you a follower of any particular path, Ed?" 

    "The live and learn path. It doesn't really have anything to do with religion." 

    Helen nodded and said, "A warning, then. Darla's sister --Danielle --is an evangelist of sorts. She thinks she's found 'The One True Path', and all that other true believer crap. She'll proselytize until your eyes glaze over if you let her." 

    Holding the tent flap open for her, Cade noted two new items in the tent by the light of her Coleman lantern; a tall green pump-bottle of hand lotion and a small wooden box lay on Helen's sleeping bag. 

    He almost set his backpack on a tiny brass censer bowl before he saw it; the bowl was where he'd been sitting before he'd gone to the car. Shifting the pack, he let it come to rest to one side of the bowl and picked it up. The brass was warm to the touch. He lifted the lid and peeked inside. Ash and a bit of unburned incense. Sage? No. It smelled better than sage. He didn't know what it was. 

    Cade's gaze returned to the wooden box. Someone had notch-carved the surface of the lid in an intricate pattern. A tiny latch secured the lid and the box had little corner feet. 

    "Kewl," said Cade, unbuttoning his shirt. "I used to know someone who carved like that. What kind of wood is it?" 

    "Mahogany. Old mahogany, cut before the bans." Nodding, Cade said, "Mahogany is good stuff. It'll last a few days longer than forever with some care." 

    Helen picked up the box and handed it to him. He took it and ran his fingers over it. For just the briefest moment, he thought he saw something other than the carving on the top of the lid, something very pale in color, and then the vague vision faded like a retinal afterimage. He noted Helen watching him rather closely and handed the box back to her. Feeling as if he were taking a small chance, Cade asked, "What used to be on the lid? Mother of pearl? Ivory?" 

    For a moment, Helen said nothing as her grin widened, then she said simply, "Mother of pearl," and put the box down on her sleeping bag. "It was... damaged. Broken. A friend removed what was left of it and carved the lid for me a few years ago. How come you're still dressed?" Giving her a grin, Cade said, "So sorry, ma'am. Got distracted. Some blonde was showing me her... etchings," and toed his sneakers off as he unlatched his belt buckle. 

    "You were going to say 'box', weren't you?" With a shrug, Cade said, "Yeah, well, that's what it is, but I realized that I wouldn't like the way that sentence would sound, so I picked another word." 

    Grinningly shaking her head as if with some amazement, Helen watched Cade undress as she muttered, "Well, glory be... Have I actually found a sensitive man?" 

    "You've found one who doesn't like euphemisms and innuendo. Don't know how sensitive that makes me." 

    Once both of them were nude, they opened fresh drinks, grabbed their bath kits and towels, and headed around the lake to the spa just as the gong sounded that announced the beginning of the circle ritual. 

    "You don't want to take extra drinks?" asked Helen. 

    "I'll get 'em later. We have enough to carry." Another woman was showering in the open facility. She moved her stuff to an area that was likely to remain dry and eyed Helen and Cade briefly and surreptitiously, then stood and smiled at them as she continued washing. 

    "More heretics? Are you dodging the circle, too?" 

    "'Fraid so," said Helen, reaching for the shower nozzle with a soft laugh. To Cade, she said, "Keep an eye on the tents and you'll see people coming out of hiding once the rituals are underway and can't be interrupted." Briefly eyeing the other woman's wet, soapy splendor, Cade said, "On other occasions I've been one of them." 

    The other woman was in her mid-thirties. Five-five or -six and an attractive face above a generally well-structured torso that showed the beginnings of extra weight. 

    Stocky, but solid, so she worked to keep it off; but with her body type some extra padding might be inevitable. Brown hair in an almost boyish cut. He couldn't tell the color of her eyes in the poor light. 

    Helen said, "See if you think the water's about right," as she turned to face him. Cade stuck a hand under the spray. 

    "Good. Got shampoo? I'd like to start at the top." 

    "It's in my bag. Your top or my top?" 

    Reaching for her bag, Cade said, "Yours, of course. Ladies first, and all that." 

    Stepping under the spray, she said, "Oooo. You have manners. I like that." The other woman laughed as she looked below Cade's waist and said, 

"Manners. Sure. I think he just wants to get his hands on you and maybe a lot more. Take a look down there." 

    Helen's eyes followed her gaze and her pointing finger as she indicated the region below Cade's navel. Cade saw Helen's eyes widen a bit in mock shock and surprise just before they narrowed to a parody of suspicion. 

    "You know, I think she may be right," said Helen. "That looks like a rampant case of pure and simple lust to me." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Sorry 'bout that, but you look edible, ma'am. Kind of like a big piece of candy, y'know?" 

    "I can definitely agree with that," said the other woman, whose eyes were locked on Helen. "Hi, I'm Katherine." 

    Katherine's gaze seemed not to bother Helen at all; in fact, Helen leaned to shake her soapy hand with a smile and said, "Pleased to meet you, Katherine. I'm Helen." 

    In what seemed almost an afterthought, Katherine extended her hand to Cade when her handshake with Helen ended. Cade met her direct gaze during their brief clasp. 

    Grinning hugely, Katherine glanced at Helen and said, "Look at him. I'll bet he's wondering what it'd be like to nail us both." Cade instantly responded, "You'd lose that bet, ma'am. I belong to her at the moment." 

    Blinking, Katherine laughingly asked, "You 'belong' to her?" 

    "Yeah, well, that's the word that popped up, so it must be the one that fits best. As I see it, anyway." 

    Canting her head slightly, Katherine noddingly met his gaze and said, 

"Maybe it is, then. I think I may like you, Mr... What's your name?" 

    "Cade. Ed Cade." 

    "Hm. Sounds strong, almost aggressive." 

    "I'd have said 'firm' or 'solid'," said Helen, then she giggled and added, 

"And that truly wasn't meant as an innuendo." 

    "Oh, no, of course not," laughed Katherine. "But one can hardly ignore the obvious, can one?" 

    She turned to continue her shower as Cade poured a dollop of shampoo into his hand and set the bottle down by the faucet handles. His back was half-turned to Katherine as he studied Helen and waited for her to finish soaking her hair. 

    In a stage whisper, Katherine said, "He can't take his eyes off you, Helen." 

    In a similar whisper, without opening her eyes as the water sluiced over her head and shoulders, Helen said, "I know." 

    "Neither can I." 

    "I noticed that, too." 

    In her normal voice, Katherine asked, "Do you mind?" Sweeping her hair out of her face, Helen gestured at their nakedness and asked, "Given the circumstances, would it matter if I did?" Katherine seemed to somehow retreat somewhat without actually moving in any way. 

    "Sorry. I didn't mean to offend you..." 

    "You didn't," said Helen. "But you might be offending Ed. Would you be saying these things to me if I were with another woman, Katherine?" There was a long moment of silence, then Katherine said, "No. Probably not." 

    Cade kept his mouth shut, showed Helen the handful of shampoo, and simply asked, "Ready, milady?" 

    "Ready. Lather me up, sir." 

    Before he could raise the shampoo to her head, Katherine stepped over and put a hand on his arm as she sighed and said, "Sorry, Ed. I wasn't thinking." Shrugging, Cade said, "No problem." 

    Biting her lip slightly, Katherine nodded, then turned to rinse herself. Cade returned his attention to properly applying shampoo to Helen. Some moments later the spray shut off behind him and he heard Katherine using her towel, then she said, "Well, later, I guess. It was nice seeing you." With a slight hesitation, she added, "Both of you." Helen and Cade returned goodbyes of their own and Cade turned slightly so he could watch her leave as he massaged shampoo into Helen's hair. Katherine's gaze met his in a flat manner, then her eyes fell to his erection and lingered there, which had the predictable effect of making it stand even stiffer. She grinned and made a little kissing pucker with her lips as she turned to walk away. 

    Cade noted her still-firm breasts and butt and the way her thighs and calves flashed in the moonlight. Short, but nice. 

    "Poor, shy, little Katherine," he whispered to Helen as they rinsed the shampoo out of her hair. 

    She snickered softly. "Why do you say that?" 

    "She sort of blew me a kiss before she left. Her aim was a little low, though. Very low, in fact." 

    Cracking one eye open, Helen grinned as she peered at him and said, "Seems as if she swings both ways. You interested?" 

    Stepping back slightly to let his gaze travel over Helen, he said, "Not tonight. Definitely not tonight." 

    "But maybe later, though?" 

    In a cavalier tone, Cade said, "Oh, maybe, if you decide to dump me out into the cold night and Angie's already found herself a friend. Hooking up with Katherine would at least save me from having to commute to the event, y'know. Are you perchance interested in the Lady Katherine, ma'am?" Helen grinningly gripped his protrusion with both hands and said, "Oh, definitely not tonight." 

    Parroting her previous question, Cade asked, "But maybe later, though?" Grinning harder, if such were possible, she said, "Oh, well, maybe, I guess. If you dump me into the cold night, that is." Eyeing her wet, soapy form, Cade kissed her firmly and said, "Milady, I can't imagine that happening." 

    Laughing softly, Helen replied, "It doesn't seem too likely at the moment, does it?" As if having a second thought, she asked, "But shouldn't we at least get her phone number?" 

    Reaching for the soap, Cade said, "Oh, you can if you want, I suppose. On general principles, as it were." 

    As he wet the soap bar and prepared to begin washing Helen, he saw that she was watching Katherine enter a striped tent that was about seventh from the end of the row. 

    "You really liked that one, huh, lady?" 

    Turning to face him, Helen simply said, "Yes. I did." Nodding, Cade said, "Well, then, keep an eye on the tent and watch for her. If you want, I'll trot on down there and ask her to meet us at the hot tub." 

    Eyeing him sharply, Helen asked, "So you're up for a threesome after all?" 

    "Not exactly. I'm up for you --obviously --and because you're interested in her, I'm up for finding out if she's someone I'd want to party with, too. She's kind of cute, but looks aren't everything, y'know." 

    "What if she isn't? Someone you'd party with, I mean? And what if I wanted to party with her?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I was kind of hoping to have you all to myself, but I could adjust a bit, I guess. If you're asking, 'What if I'd rather have her?', then I'll grab my stuff and head over to Angie's tent to turn myself in." 

    Laughing, Helen asked, "Turn yourself in?" 

    Washing her as he spoke, Cade said, "Yeah. I kind of told her that I'd let her know if you changed your mind about letting me crash in your tent." 

    "She invited you to sleep in hers? Or to sleep with her?" 

    "Likely both. I told her I'd already committed to you. Of course, that was before Jamie skipped on you, so she'd probably figure that's the reason you changed your mind." 

    "You wouldn't tell her about Katherine?" 

    Soaping her legs, Cade said, "Wouldn't have to. People gossip at these gatherings." 

    Looking up as he soaped her left thigh, Cade said, "By the way, these are very fine legs, ma'am," then he leaned to kiss their apex and continued washing thighs. 

    A woman's voice nearby said, "The club rules say we aren't supposed to perform any overt sexual acts in public." 

    Looking around Helen, Cade saw Darla standing by the shower head at the end of the row and said, "A kiss is just a kiss and washing is just washing, but there's no point in washing if you aren't fairly thorough about it, is there?" 

    In a tone of conviction, Darla said, "You shouldn't be washing her at all. She should be washing herself." 

    Standing up and slathering soap on Helen's back, he said, "Your altogether unsolicited opinion has been noted." 

    Helen said, "Darla, you can either be a good little Nazi and go turn us in or you can turn around, take your shower, and mind your own business." Turning away from Darla, Helen took the soap from Cade and began washing his shoulders. Darla eyed them for a moment, then met Cade's gaze for another moment. 

    "I'll come back later," she growled, then she stalked stiffly away from the showers. 

    Watching Darla head down the trail toward a blue tent, Cade muttered in a low tone, "'I'll be back.' She does a pretty good Schwarzenegger impression, doesn't she?" 

    "Amazing, isn't it? She'll lead big skyclad rituals and attend nude gatherings at a nudist resort, but she gets tense about people washing each other." 

    "No mystery about it," said Cade, moving to allow Helen access here and there, "She's just like so many others who are phobic about sex." Helen snortingly repeated the word, "Phobic?" 

    "Yeah. To one degree or another. Nude is okay as long as everybody's nude, but touching or kissing while nude isn't okay unless it's part of the officially sanctioned fivefold initiation ritual or something similar. Sneaky glances are expected, but outright and open admiration isn't acceptable to them. Eight kinds of other immature shit like that. They set limits on everything so they'll feel safe, then they try to apply those limits to everyone else around them instead of minding their own damned business. Makes me wonder why some of these people aren't practicing Baptists and Catholics." 

    "Uh, huh. Why do you think they do it? Set limits, I mean?" 

    "Easy. Ninety percent of them came to witchcraft from some other religion. They brought their sexual and emotional baggage with them; the personal insecurities and guilts they've had all their lives. A lot of them are just tinkering around with witchcraft to try to make themselves seem special; playing at it like children playing dress-up while Mama's out of the house. Wearing lots of quasi-symbolic jewelry and trying to look and sound like the witchiest witch in town." 

    He took the soap back to lather her breasts and shoulders as she soaped his chest and said, "But she's right, after a fashion, Ed. There may be children on their way to the potties, so we probably shouldn't get too carried away in the open." 

    Nodding, Cade asked, "So? It's only around eight or so. Want to go back to the tent for a bit, or on to the hot tub? I'd vote for the tent, of course." With a low chuckle and a quick kiss, Helen said, "I thought you might, but we shopkeepers do some of our business-related schmoozing in the hot tub at these events. Everybody's had time to see what everybody else is selling and how well the stuff is moving." 

    Taking the soap back and putting it in its plastic box, she said, "At the last event, Lady Carmilla wrote me a check for almost three quarters of my inventory on Friday evening. I was able to close the booth and play the rest of the weekend. With any luck, she'll do it again tonight." Rinsing soap off, Cade asked, "Who's Lady Carmilla?" 

    "She owns two stores called 'Arcana, Inc.' in Cocoa and Melbourne. My stuff is mostly hand made original artwork, so wholesale and retail prices are a bit more flexible than those of the mass-produced products. She can also take anything she doesn't sell here back to her store and use tourist prices." Gathering everything into Helen's bag as she rinsed herself, Cade grinned and said, "Well, in that case, best of luck. I'm all in favor of you having more free time this weekend, y'know." 

    Handing Helen her wine bottle, he clinked his beer bottle against it and took a sip of his beer. Helen sipped and took her bag from him, then they followed the trail of path lights toward the hot tub enclosure by the pool patio. 

    A couple of people Cade knew were sitting at a table by the pool; one was Angie, who eyed Helen and Cade with a small smile and waved her Coke at them. She was nude except for a crystal pendant on a silver chain and she had a much better figure than Cade had expected. Very nice, indeed, in fact. The other person was a burly, forty-ish guy Cade knew only as 'Bear', who made and sold leather goods at some of the events. Bear raised his beer in a greeting and it dripped cold water into his bare lap, making him startle slightly. 

    "Hi, Angie," said Cade. "Hey, there, Bear. Long time." 

    "I skipped a couple of festivals. Had some personal stuff going on that got in the way. How you been?" 

    "Fine and fuzzy. This is Helen." 

    Nodding again, Bear smiled slightly as he said, "Yeah, we met in her booth today. Nice stuff. Hi, Helen." 

    Bear's eyes roamed Helen and Cade couldn't help wondering if his 'nice stuff' remark actually referred to Helen or the items in her booth. Or maybe both. 

    As Cade and Helen spread their towels on the deck chairs and sat down, Angie said to Helen, "I saw you at the showers. You and Ed seem to be getting along fairly well." 

    "He isn't hard to like," said Helen. "Have you been in the tub yet?" Shaking her head and waving dismissively, Angie said, "Too hot for me. I prefer swimming to boiling." 

    "Same here," said Bear, his eyes now on Angie. Right, thought Cade. He'd seen Bear spend hours in the hot tub at other events. Angie gave Cade a narrow look that said, 'Don't say a word,' and Cade returned it with a slight nod. 

    Bear said, "My brother's living in Tampa now. Retired from the Army a few years ago. He may be coming tomorrow." 

    Meeting Bear's gaze, Cade nodded. "Sounds good." Sipping his beer, Bear said, "He thinks he recognized your name. Thinks he maybe knew you back in '68 or '69." 

    "Could be. A lot of us were in the same places at about the same times." 

    "What are you two talking about?" asked Angie. "The Army?" Looking at Cade, she asked, "You were in the Army, weren't you?" 

    "Yup." Looking at Bear, Cade said, "But as things stand now, I'm devoting this weekend to Helen, so I'd rather get together sometime after the event for war stories." 

    "Yeah, I kinda figured that," said Bear. "No sweat." Helen's eyebrow arched as she looked at Cade, then her gaze moved toward the hot tub, where someone was waving to her and yelling that she should come get in the tub. 

    Waving back, Helen asked Cade, "Ready to get boiled?" Standing up, Cade said, "Ready, milady. Later, everybody." After excusing themselves, Helen and Cade headed for the hot tub, finishing their drinks and trashing the bottles on the way. Helen snickered softly and Cade looked at her. 

    "Oh, nothing," said Helen. "But I think you can probably forget about knocking on Angie's door tonight." 

    "I got that feeling, too. Guess that kind of leaves me at your tender mercies, doesn't it?" 

    "Sure looks that way. Of course, you could take a chance and see if Katherine has any room." 

    "Like I said, only if you throw me out, ma'am. Maybe not even then." 

    "Why not?" 

    Laughing softly, Cade asked, "You mean beside the fact that she may be leaving for your tent when I go knocking on hers? Oh, hey! That would mean she might want someone to crash in her tent and keep an eye on her stuff, right?" 

    "Yeah, right," laughed Helen. "Or she might drag you inside and pounce on you. She 'blew' you a kiss, so it's kind of hard to say which direction her taste is running tonight, isn't it?" 

    Grinning at her, Cade said, "That was tacky, ma'am." 

    "She did, didn't she?" 

    "Well, yeah, she did, but it's still tacky." 

    "That's me. Tacky and crude. Hope you don't mind?" As they entered the hot tub enclosure, Cade said, "Nah. Heard worse in the Army. I'll survive, I guess." 
Chapter Eight

    A guy was climbing out of the hot tub as they arrived, which left only one seat open. Cade said, "Go for it," and handed Helen into the tub, where she settled very gradually into the water between a couple of women who were discussing the situation in the Middle East. 

    One had a son serving in the Army and the other was worried because her son had expressed an interest in joining the Marines. After each had made her particular worries known, some of the others in the tub --a group about evenly divided between men and women of many ages --seemed to try to think up reasons why neither woman should worry. 

    It was all platitudes and feel-good advice, mostly from people who'd never had the experiences of war or military service. One guy remained silent for some time, then he sipped deeply from his drink, sat up a bit, and spoke. 

    "Today's religious terrorists are worse than the Communists ever were on their nastiest day." 

    He went on to compare motivations and methods of attack and ended his dissertation with, "They're like teenagers with guns. Ignorant, superstitious, misled, immature teenagers with guns. The best thing we could do is forcibly disarm every Arab over there and put some intelligent people in charge." Everyone stared at him for some moments. Possibly because Cade was standing outside the tub, the guy looked up at him and asked, "What do you think?" 

    "Wouldn't work," said Cade. "You'll never get all the guns because you can't seal the borders and more guns will come in. Pick people to put in office and all you'll do is get a lot of them killed, slow reconstruction efforts to a crawl or stop them altogether, and create more strife." The guy took another long sip as he stared at Cade and stated flatly, "So tell us what would work, genius." 

    A woman on the guy's right glared at him and he shrugged at her, then returned his artificially-expectant gaze to Cade. 

    "Simple," said Cade. "Make them totally dependent on UN humanitarian efforts and charity. Freeze and close the existing banks and other financial institutions. Heavily regulate the country's industries, seaports, roads, and rail services. Bring all the refugees back and end emigration for the duration. They need oil money to buy food and rebuild. Tell them that food shipments will slow to a bare minimum and that they won't see one cent of any oil money until they barf up a fair, functional government that'll keep the peace and work smoothly with the UN and all concerned." 

    "Food isn't a legitimate weapon," said another woman. 

    "Of course it is," said Cade. "Hungry people get real cooperative real fast. They'll adjust as necessary to get food into the country and oil out. In fact, food, oil, and other controls may be the few really effective weapons we have against fundy terrorists. A guy may be ready to blow himself up for some cause or other, but who wants to be the cause of severe, long-term hardships for his entire family?" 

    The woman muttered, "As if we weren't unpopular enough over there already..." 

    "Exactly," said Cade. "Much of this generation of Iraqis --and most other Arabs --already hates us, so today's public opinion isn't important. Worry about what the next generation will think of us; the people who will have a democratic government instead of a vicious dictator and a standing in the world as something other than a bunch of inherently violent, socially retarded, dung-heap religious nuts who happen to live on top of some oil." Shrugging, Cade added, "Besides that, they'd be living like they did a hundred and fifty years ago if it weren't for Euros, Americans, and Canadians who buy their oil. I'm for taking control of the oil production and banking a share of profits for them that they can't claim until they can legitimately qualify --under harshest possible terms --for UN membership. Call it a

'coming of age' windfall. Grow up and get rich." 

    The guy said, "You seem to think a hell of a lot of the UN." 

    "Oh, hell, no! It's currently a waste of office space, time, and money, but its rules and regs could be more thoroughly enforced and it could be used as a leverage tool to drag certain people out of the dark ages." 

    "We don't have a right to interfere with peoples' societies and religions," said another woman. 

    Someone laughed and said, "The Prime Directive." 

    "Crap," said Cade. "We have every right. Their religion encourages them to kill non-Muslims and their sub-cults take that seriously enough to strap on bombs and blow themselves up in order to kill us. They've hijacked planes full of people and rammed our buildings. It's called self defense when you act to protect yourself, and acting globally is no different from acting individually in that regard. They're everywhere, so there's no place safe from them, and they're killing our people, here in the US and abroad, so screw anybody's

'prime directive' noise." 

    A chubby woman in the center seat rather condescendingly stated, "Well, if you don't mind my saying so, honey, I think you sound just a little paranoid," then she shared a 'gotcha' grin and a chuckle with the man next to her. Cade sipped his beer and said, "Then you need to check your dictionary and start using words you truly understand, lady. Paranoia would be having delusions of planes hitting buildings and people blowing themselves up to kill others. What I have is called 'apprehension', and it's based on what Muslims have done as well as what they've promised to do." 

    Another woman said, "Not all Muslims are terrorists." 

    "We aren't hearing about Christian, Wiccan, Buddhist, atheist, or other suicide bombers. Only Muslims. The terrorists are hiding among other Muslims all over the world, and their people aren't turning them in, so as far as I'm concerned, all Muslims are suspects until proven innocent." Snapping, "I think I've heard enough," the chubby woman rose in the tub and stepped out, refusing Cade's hand for assistance. She toed on her sandals, wrapped her towel around herself, and stamped out of the tub enclosure. Helen also seemed none too pleased with developments, but she said nothing. Another woman asked if Cade was going to get into the tub. Her irritated tone made him think that she might also get out if he got in. 

    "Not yet. I'm going to go get some refreshments first." Of Helen, he asked, "Another wine?" 

    Nodding, she said, "Yes. Thanks." 

    Two words, delivered in a rather flat tone. Hm. Oh, well. Cade headed outside and down the hill to the tents. The pool patio was empty; Angie and Bear were nowhere in sight. Muted music and occasional laughter rose in the night air from the tents and small clusters of people below. 

    Out of the corner of his eye he saw a shadow disconnect itself from the deeper shadows at the end of the tub enclosure and follow him. Was it the woman who'd stomped away? Unlikely. She'd turned left at the door, toward the clubroom. 

    Cade ambled on a few more paces until he was again in shadow between lights and faded himself into the surrounding vegetation near the fence that kept people from wandering into the lake. 

    A few moments later, Katherine became identifiable; she stopped only three feet or so from Cade and looked around searchingly, then peered down the trail toward the tents. 

    Cade watched her quietly as she turned, the moonlight glintingly highlighting the curves and planes of her naked body. As he studied her shoulders, her conical breasts, and her glistening thighs, he realized that she didn't simply seem 'nude' to him, as had everybody else at the pool and tub. Katherine seemed 'naked', and the difference in his perception of her immediately manifested itself below his waist. 

    Another presence abruptly seemed to loom behind him and Cade instinctively prepared to defend himself, but he suddenly knew who it was by the slight odor of wine and hot tub water that wafted to him on the soft breeze. Helen. But there'd been no flash, as there had been at her tent. Did that mean the flash he'd seen had been caused by something else? He almost turned to face her, then saw that Katherine was about to keep walking. 

    "Hi, there," said Cade. 

    Katherine gave a mighty start and sucked air as if to scream, then let it out in an explosive, whispered rendition of a nasty word as she spun to face him. 

    "Whatthehellareyoutryingtodo?!" she ranted in a shrieking whisper, "Give me a goddamned heart attack?!" 

    "Nope. Just wanted to know who was following me. And why." 

    "Well, then, get the hell out here where I can see you." Cade took a single long step forward and stood on the trail next to her. Katherine peered at where he'd been and then at him, as if wondering how the hell she hadn't seen him there. 

    Her eyes fell to his rapidly growing protrusion and her gaze narrowed a bit as he said, "Okay. I'm out here with you. Why were you following me?" Lifting her gaze to his, she said, "Maybe I wasn't. Didn't it occur to you that I might just be heading downhill, too?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "Look, lady, either tell me why or tell me you won't tell me, but don't play games. I saw you peel away from the shadows up there." Shrugging, Katherine said, "I heard what you said. It wasn't what anyone in there wanted to hear, was it?" She switched her gaze to his erection and grinningly asked, "Is that how you're going to greet me every time you see me?" 

    "It's just my dumb dick's reaction to a very attractive naked woman. The other end of me is still waiting to hear why you followed me." Katherine reached for him and wrapped her hands around him, stroking slowly as she asked, "Could we talk about that a little later?" 

    "Nope. Told you; I'm with Helen tonight." 

    "Helen's not here. I am." 

    Pulling himself out of her grasp, Cade said, "If she wants to invite you to play with us, that's fine, but until she does --or unless she dumps me -I'm with her." Stiffening slightly, Katherine archly asked, "You think you could come to me later after turning me down?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "It would definitely be worth a try. Now you know I won't cheat on you, at least. Besides, I didn't turn you down. I just told you to see Helen about it." 

    Thumbing at the tents below, he said, "Guess I'll be on my way. Are you going to be in the hot tub later?" 

    Katherine took a breath as if to say something in particular, then she let some of it out and shrugged. "Maybe." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Good. Helen likes you. That's a hint." Snorting a laugh, Katherine said, "Some hint. Okay. I'll try the hot tub for a while," and started back up the hill. 

    Cade watched her go for a few moments as he considered whether to let Helen know that he knew she was there. Did she have a jealous streak, or was she just curious about him? 

    He turned to face his former place of concealment and said, "I'll bring a few bottles of each in case she decides to join us." For a long moment nothing but absolute silence came from the region beyond the light, then Helen asked, "How did you know I was here?" as she parted the bushes and stepped forward to stand before him. 

    As she gazed at his erection, he asked, "Well, gee, lady, we all have secrets, y'know. Are you going to tell me how you just popped into being behind me a while ago?" 

    Startling slightly, Helen gave him a flat gaze and asked tonelessly, "You think that's what I did?" 

    "Ha. I know damned well that's what you did, ma'am. All of a sudden you were just there." 

    "Maybe you didn't hear me coming." 

    "Uh, huh. Maybe a lot of things --that didn't happen --and let's drop that line of bull. You'd have had to hurry downhill through the brush in the dark, wade through a corner of the lake, and climb over a chain link fence to get behind me on foot. Besides, I saw you do your vanishing thing when I went for my towel, except that there was a flash when you left and when you returned. Ready to tell me how you do that yet?" 

    Helen's eyes narrowed a bit as she said, "No." Chuckling, Cade said, "Well, let me know when you are and I'll see if I can explain how I knew you were there. So what now? Coming with me or going back?" 

    "I'll come with you." 

    Grinning at her, Cade asked, "Afraid I'll see how you zap yourself from place to place?" 

    Helen's gaze narrowed slightly more, then she noddingly indicated the bottom of the hill and started walking. A few steps later she cleared her throat and glanced at him. 

    "I guess this means that your performance with Katherine was just that... a performance. For me." 

    "Nope. It was for her. Believe it or not, I told her like it is." The conversation was making Cade's protrusion fade, which was a relief of sorts. Walking can be uncomfortable when you're waving frenetically with every step. 

    "And if I don't quite believe it?" asked Helen. Shrugging, Cade said, "Then you don't quite believe it." He looked at her and added, "But Katherine does, which was the whole point of it." 

    "Why do you care what she believes?" 

    As they neared Helen's tent, Cade said, "I don't mind being tested once or twice. That's how people get to know each other. Now Katherine knows a little more about me and so do you." 

    He held the tent flap for Helen and followed her in, then began scooping some ice from the cooler into a couple of grocery store plastic shopping bags. After opening a wine cooler and handing it to Helen, he opened an Ice House for himself, took a long sip, and nestled two more unopened bottles of wine or beer in each of the bags. 

    Cade picked up the two bags and stood up as Helen asked, "What am I supposed to have learned about you out there?" 

    "Guess I ought to let you tell me that. Ready?" She held the tent flap open and followed him out, then asked, "You mean about how you're unusually perceptive in the dark and that you don't startle easily?" 

    "And maybe that I'm not particularly bothered by the fact that you seem to be able to teleport from place to place, although I'd love to know how you do it." 

    Helen said nothing for several paces, then said, "I'd appreciate it if you wouldn't mention that to anyone." 

    Laughing, Cade said, "Oh, I hadn't planned to, ma'am. For all the fluff and bother about magical witchy stuff at these events, they'd mostly think I was nuts. How come there was no flash when you popped in up the hill?" Stopping in a cone of light to sip her drink and look at him, Helen said flatly, "I used a different spell, of course." 

    Sipping his own drink, Cade simply studied her for a moment. Something suddenly made Helen seem more 'naked' than nude and he felt stirrings begin again. 

    Helen saw his spike growing and wordlessly watched, which made it grow faster, of course. She took her eyes off it to meet his gaze with a small smile. 

    "It must think you're kinda cute," said Cade. Snickering, Helen said, "That's obvious." 

    She reached to fondle it for some moments, sipping her wine in silence as she examined it, then she abruptly released it and said, "Let's go," as she turned to continue up the hill. 

    Eyeing her legs as she strode up the hill, Cade wondered whether she was changing her mind or just putting her hot tub business dealings before pleasure. 

    Swigging from his beer, he considered her reactions to learning that he'd seen her vanish and reappear. No panic; just a general change in the tone of things. She seemed a tad more distant and thoughtful than before, for instance. 

    The walk up the hill got rid of Cade's erection. When they reached the pool deck, he saw that Angie had returned to her chair by the pool, but he didn't see Bear in or around the pool. 

    Walking up to her, he asked, "Where's Bear?" In a slightly acidic tone, Angie said, "His girlfriend called for a ride. She got off work early." 

    At Helen's look of surprise, Angie said, "No, it wasn't like that. He told me about her just after you two went to the hot tub. Told me he was going to go pick her up around eleven." 

    When Angie leaned forward to reach for her beer, her left breast touched the table and she squeaked as she recoiled, lifting her breast with one hand and wiping moisture off it with the other hand. 

    "Why the hell is the table so cold?" she asked, continuing her reach for her beer, "The chair wasn't." 

    Watching Angie tilt the bottle for a sip, Cade saw her breasts rise with the motion and the pool lights reflect from her skin and again felt stirrings. His eyes traveled the length of her, of course, and by the time they reached her ankles, his dick again stood at full attention. 

    "Well, damn," he muttered, taking a hit from his own beer and shifting his eyes to Helen's legs. 

    Helen glanced his way and saw him eyeing her thighs, then saw the spike extending upward from his lap and snickered softly. Angie's gaze followed Helen's and her mouth fell open and eyes widened as her nipples swelled up like little castles. 

    "Damn, indeed," said Angie, with a blush that could be seen even under the pool's lights. "That's a nice one, Ed. Where'd it come from? You didn't have it when you got here." 

    "I guess your glorious naked presence is just too much for my poor little system, ma'am. Just lost control of it." 

    Apparently wondering if he was being sarcastic, Angie's eyebrow went up skeptically and she glanced at Helen, who said, "It's pointed at a couple of other women tonight, too." 

    Angie laughed and studied Cade's lap again, shaking her head slightly as she said, "Oh, well. I guess I'll just take it as a compliment, then." Nodding as he sipped his beer, Cade said, "That would be a safe assumption. It occurs to me that I've never seen you nude before at these events. Why tonight?" 

    Shrugging delightfully, Angie smilingly replied, "Just felt like it tonight. I've been nude here before, though. You just weren't around at those times." 

    Katherine appeared on the patio and set her bag down by the entrance to the hot tub room, then walked over to the table, set her beer down, and stared at Cade's lap for a moment before speaking. 

    "That thing spends more time up than down, doesn't it?" Glancing around the table at Angie and Helen, Cade replied, "Is that a bad thing? It must be the company tonight. All of you look like candy on the hoof to me, you know. It might help if at least one of you were a bit less attractive." 

    Taking an empty chair, Katherine sat down, her eyes never leaving Cade's lap as she smilingly cupped her breasts in her hands to heft them slightly at him. 

    Angie snickered and bit her lip as she grinningly stared at the object in Cade's lap and seemingly unconsciously shifted slightly in her seat. Helen's grinning gaze had also focused on his lap, but Cade noticed that Katherine's eyes had locked on Helen's breasts. 

    Noddingly indicating Katherine's gaze, Cade said to Helen, "Well, at least I'm not the only center of attention around here. You have an admirer, too." 
Chapter Nine

    As both Helen and Angie turned to look at Katherine, Cade thought about the situation. Helen and Katherine had definitely expressed an interest in him, but under Helen's gaze, Katherine's lips and nipples had swelled in a manner they hadn't for his eyes. 

    So Katherine's interest in him might conceivably be genuine, but she clearly preferred women to men and seemed only to be accepting him as part of getting to Helen. 

    Angie, on the other hand... Her gaze shifted back to him; she was again staring at his lap with a mild blush, her lips and nipples unmistakably swollen for him. She'd be the woman among the three who'd most readily enjoy his attentions, and she for damned sure appealed to him. 

    He couldn't think of a graceful way to suggest that he should go with Angie and let Helen and Katherine do their own thing, and he couldn't exactly make such a suggestion at the table without risking making Angie feel as if he were somehow 'settling' for her. 

    Damn. His glance at Angie turned into a lingering glance, then an outright look as he studied her face. Her eyes rose to meet his and her blush deepened noticeably. Her mouth tightened as she glanced at Helen. 

    Cade sighed softly, swilled some beer, and scooted his chair back to stand up. Angie's eyes again fell to his dick, then she looked at Helen and Katherine. 

    Katherine asked, "Going somewhere?" 

    "Yup. I need to get wet." 

    Leaving his beer on the table, Cade walked over to the pool and stepped into the cool water, standing on the second step for a moment before stepping down again. 

    After another moment, he sat down in chest-deep water and leaned back to spread his arms across the edge of the pool as he heard a chair slide back. Helen came to stand by his right arm and softly asked, "Are you all right, Ed?" 

    "Yeah, fine," he said. "I just wanted to clear my head and lose this woodie for a few minutes." 

    Hunkering down at the edge of the pool, Helen seemed about to ask him something else, then her mouth closed and she simply nodded slightly. Her magnificent legs were folded within inches of his face and her scent

--her real scent, not that of the hot tub --wafted to him on the light breeze. 

    Cade's eyes moved up Helen's body, absorbing the lines of her and lingering on her fine, lovely shoulders and throat. He suddenly became aware of goosebumps forming on her arms and shoulders, and as he studied them, he saw that her nipples had swollen to solid little turrets. Helen shivered and rubbed her arms as she very quietly said in a tone of amazement, "Look what you've done to me! I'm getting a case of goosebumps." That wasn't all his look had caused. Her scent became much stronger, too, flooding his senses and easily counteracting the cool water's effect to make him throbbingly solid again. 

    "Um," he said, trying to clear his head a bit, "Then we're even, I guess. Look what you've done to me." 

    Glancing at his submerged lap, Helen reached to touch the water and exclaimed softly, "But that water's freezing!" 

    Shaking his head, Cade stood up. "Doesn't seem to matter. One good whiff of you and up it came again." Letting his voice rise to normal tones, he said, 

"I guess I might as well dry off and finish my beer. Are you going back in the hot tub?" 

    Looking toward the tub enclosure, Helen nodded. 

    "Yes. There are two people I want to talk to about buying me out. Business before pleasure, and all that." 

    "Hope neither of them is the woman who stomped out." With a small grin, Helen said, "No, but it would be safe to say that your views weren't well received by all present." 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Oh, well. It would probably be better if I didn't go back in there with you. I don't want to be the reason someone won't write you a check tonight." 

    Katherine asked, "Who's writing checks and why?" Turning to face her, Helen put a finger to her lips and went to the table, where she said in a barely audible tone, "I usually try to sell out on Friday night so I can play instead of run a booth all weekend. A couple of possible buyers are in the hot tub and Ed thinks he might scare them off." With a sharp, short bark of laughter, Katherine grinningly looked at Cade and quietly said, "No shit." 

    Looking a little confused, Angie asked, "Have I missed something? Why would he scare them off?" 

    Chuckling as she picked up her bag, the wine bag, and her towel, Helen said, "He can tell you all about it, Angie. We're going to leave him out here to entertain you for a while." 

    She leaned to kiss Cade and flicked her eyes toward Angie as she whispered, "Show her a real good time, okay?" 

    Perhaps intentionally, her whisper wasn't quite quiet enough. Angie's mouth fell open. Shrugging, Helen grinningly took Katherine's hand and headed toward the hot tub. 

    Angie's gaze followed Helen and Katherine until they entered the enclosure, then her eyes swiveled to meet Cade's for a moment before descending to lock on his erection. 

    Some people were approaching the pool deck. Cade picked up his towel and held it before himself as he sat down next to Angie and reached for his beer. Two couples and a straggler passed the table with nods and headed for the next table, where they put their stuff down and debated whether to try the water. 

    "I just can't believe she said that," Angie muttered incredulously. "She was basically telling you to... uh..." 

    After sipping his beer, Cade said, "I've known her a whole day, so I can believe it. It was kind of a surprise, though." 

    "I don't think it's funny, Ed." 

    "Was I laughing? No. I was stating a fact." He turned to eye her from head to toe and lifted the towel from the spike in his lap, then said, "She noticed how I responded to you a while ago and she just let us know it's all right with her. Since your gloriously naked presence is what's holding this thing up, I'm thinking we ought to accept her invitation and go play." 

    Angie gave him a fisheye look for a couple of moments, then her eyes fell to his lap and remained there for a time. When she looked up again, it was toward the tub enclosure, and her expression was thoughtful. 

    "Do you think she'd rather be with Katherine than you?" 

    "At the moment --in there, anyway --yes. Definitely." She looked at Cade and said, "You know what I mean." Nodding, he said, "Yup. Sure I do. But that's not important and my immediate concern is what you want to do, ma'am." He leaned toward her and whispered, "Just being near you is keeping me horny as hell, y'know." Blushing slightly, Angie fidgeted in her seat and lifted her beer for a sip in a trembling hand. Her nipples had risen and fallen due to Helen's words. Cade's nearness and his breath on her breast and shoulder made her nipples again achieve full swollen prominence. 

    Cade waited until she took another nervous sip of beer to kiss her shoulder, then her breast, and whisper, "I'd really love to lick you silly, then use this thing in my lap on you until you scream for mercy." She froze as his lips touched her shoulder, then descended softly to her breast and slid down to her nipple, where his tongue flicked out and swatted it. 

    Angie jerked and stiffened in her chair, hissing a breath through gritted teeth. Facing Cade, she whispered harshly, enunciating every word separately, 

"Don't-do-that-here!" 

    Sitting up with a grin, Cade gave her a small salute and whispered back, 

"Yes'm! Not here. Got it. Where then? Shall we retire to your tent?" Her thighs had clamped tightly together and were switching back and forth against each other. She noticed her action with a soft groan of chagrin and froze again, forcing herself to relax somewhat. Picking up her beer, she took a big gulp of it, gasped slightly, then startled herself by emitting a soft burp. 

    "Oh, damn it!" she muttered. Turning to Cade, she said, "Yes. My tent. Let's go before I change my mind." Glancing around, she stridently added, "And before you embarrass me!" 

    Admiring her deep blush and noting her trembling knees and hands, Cade said nothing about how she seemed already to be rather embarrassed. As they passed the entrance to the hot tub enclosure, both Helen and Katherine were grinning at them. Katherine raised a hand slightly above the tub and gave them a little wave. 

    "I feel as if she's lending you to me," said Angie. "If I still feel that way when we get to the tent..." 

    Cade put a hand on her arm to stop her and pulled her gently into the shadows by the showers for a long, firm kiss, then said, "Angie, don't think about anything but how you'd like me to go about pleasing you." She gazed up at him for a moment, then nodded slightly. He kissed her again and the kiss seemed to last quite a while before she eased away. 

    "Hold my stuff," she said softly, handing him her bag and angling toward the showers. "If we're going to... uh, I'm going to take another quick shower first." 

    Nodding, Cade smilingly glanced down at himself, sniffed his shoulder, and said, "Hm. Maybe I'd better join you." 

    A couple of people were in the process of taking showers, so to avoid any controversy, Angie and Cade used separate shower stands. 

    Turning his back to her to give Angie a few moments of privacy, he rinsed thoroughly and went for their towels. When she turned off the water and came toward him, he began patting and rubbing her dry. 

    Angie stood still and let him dry her, staring at his still erect dick the whole time. Seeing her hands tremble, she mentally cursed herself for feeling like such a damned virgin, but it had been some time since... 

    "There you go, milady. All dry." 

    He draped her towel around her shoulders and pulled her forward to kiss her, then reached for their bags. Angie watched him stretch a bit and snag the bags, then stand upright. 

    A bolt of something visceral shot through her as her eyes again fell on his erect dick and she almost involuntarily envisioned the sensations of it sliding into her. 

    Another bolt shot through her and she realized that she was beginning to leak slightly with anticipation. How the hell could this be happening to her? 

She was an experienced adult, not a teenager on a first date! 

    Cade saw the dew developing between Angie's legs as he reached for the bags. He glanced around. Nobody was showering now and nobody else was nearby. There were deep shadows behind the stalls where none of the lights reached. He stood up and grinned as he pulled Angie behind the shower stalls. After another look around as he slung his towel on a branch, he pressed Angie against the wooden wall and kissed her as he let the bags fall to the ground beside them. 

    Letting his fingers trail down and over her belly to play ticklingly in the dampness between her legs, Cade whispered, "Let me get that for you, ma'am," then he kept a firm hand on her belly to hold her in place as he went to his knees and dove tongue-first into her bush. 

    "But..!" Angie started to say... and then Cade was there, his tongue swiping across her clit and sending bright shockwaves through her..! 

    Angie's legs and belly briefly seemed to turn to stone as she let out a barely concealed hissing shriek. Cade gave her magic button another long, solid lick before he besieged it with his lips and tongue. Angie's belly heaved as she sucked in a great breath and allowed it out again harshly. 

    "OhhhmyyyGawwwd...! Ed! I... Wait! I...uhhh..!" Then her thoughts became jumbled and confused, her knees unlocked and began to tremble frantically as they failed her, and Cade took advantage of the moment to spread them slightly for better access, driving his tongue deep, then dragging it over her clit as Angie quickly built to a climax. As he continued to belabor her with his tongue, Angie began to sob softly, then not so softly, and came hard, grabbing Cade's head between her hands and holding his face tightly to her as she spasmed and tried not to groan loudly. Her knees gave out and only Cade's hand on Angie's belly kept her from sliding down the rough wood of the fencing that formed the shower wall. Standing and pressing himself against Angie to hold her upright, Cade kissed her deeply and let his hands wander over her freely, stroking and kneading her thighs and sliding them up her torso to her breasts, then letting them drift over her shoulders and down her arms. 

    Raising her hand, he kissed it as she wonderingly watched, then nudged her damply open entrance with the head of his dick. Angie's eyes almost clicked as they swiveled to meet his gaze. Cade let just the head of it slide into her and stopped. 

    "You're sure?" he asked in a whisper. 

    Angie looked down for a moment, then raised her eyes to meet Cade's again. 

"A rubber..?" she whispered. 

    "Taste my lips again," he said, kissing her soundly. "If I need a rubber now, I must have needed one for my tongue, too, right? If we have anything to share, we've already shared it, I think. Shall I slide it on in, ma'am?" Angie's eyes were big as saucers as she bit her lip and noddingly whispered, "Yes." 

    More than halfway into her, Cade stopped, looked into her eyes, and firmly drove the rest of himself into her. Angie's shocked eyes widened instantly and her mouth fell open as he impaled her solidly enough to straighten her legs fully and lift her onto her toes, then he kissed Angie deeply and stroked into her as he pinned her to the wall. 

    Cade didn't want to come in her. Well, not yet, anyway. What he wanted was to find Angie's inner spot and use it to send her to the stars again before he pulled out to save himself for another go in her tent. He succeeded. Returning his kiss very well, indeed, as he stroked into her, certain muscles deep within Angie momentarily clenched hard around his dick as she moaned. 

    Her legs rose to wrap around and behind his and she met his thrusts with her own for a few moments until she reached her summit and spasmingly came again. 

    Cade froze in place against her until Angie's legs fell away from his and her breathing slowed a bit. When she'd shakily found her footing and was standing on her own again, she rather feebly began pushing against his chest and protesting in a gasping whisper. 

    "Ed! I... I mean... Use a rubber?! Please?!" Looking into her frightened eyes, Cade nodded. "Okay." 

    "You didn't..?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope. Sure didn't." Glancing down with trepidation, Angie pleadingly asked, "Don't... Don't come in me? Please?" 

    Retreating slightly, Cade smilingly whispered, "Okay. I just wanted to give you another tingle." 

    He deliberately withdrew himself very slowly from her. Angie's eyes fell to watch as if to be sure he'd really take it out. 

    Staring down at his dick, Angie quietly said, "I... I'm sorry, Ed... I was wrong to say yes. I'm..." 

    Chuckling softly, Cade raised her hand to his lips and said, "No problem, Angie. I really only wanted to bring you off again and I'd damned sure rather you didn't taste of me later." 

    Sighing, she pulled him into a hug, kissed him a few times quickly, and rested her head on Cade's chest as she rather sincerely whispered, "Thank you. I'm not on the pill." 

    Giving her a questioning look as he released her and picked up their bags, Cade said, "Angie, you know I've been fixed. I know you know because Sharon told me she told you when you asked her if I had any kids anywhere." Edging away from between him and the wall as if she half-expected him to impale her again, Angie watched him reach for his towel and said, "I... Yes, well... How would she know something like that for sure? You don't sleep with her and she said she had her tubes tied after her fourth, so it's not like she could find out the hard way, is it?" 

    Laughing at her 'hard way' comment, Cade said, "She's seen my medical records, Angie. Vasectomized guys tend to get epididymitis; swellings at the severed ends of the vas deferens tubes that happen if you overstress or overwork yourself. All you can really do for it is take some Emperin and relax until it goes away on its own." 

    He set the bags down and turned on one of the showers as she asked, "What is it? An infection?" 

    "Nope. Well, not in my case, anyway. Remember when that pine tree fell on the house two years ago? I managed to cut and stack the whole damned thing in one long day using a fourteen-inch chainsaw. I also gave myself a minor case of dehydration and exhaustion and sparked up a case of epididymitis. It took about a week to fully develop, gave me about three days of feeling as if someone had kicked me in the balls, and then it took another week to go away." When the water was right, Cade beckoned Angie to join him and took her in his arms as the spray beat down on them. A few kisses and some thorough rinsing later, he turned off the water and reached for their towels. Drying Angie as before, Cade nibbled her nipples as he worked his way down her body, then kissed her bush as he dried her legs. She was damp again before he'd finished drying her ankles. After a glance around, he leaned forward and gave her magic button a few long licks and a kiss, then stood up. Angie felt that bolt flash through her gut again as he swiped his tongue over her clit. She gasped and jerked like a puppet, and when he'd stopped licking, she felt like capturing his head between her legs and screaming at him to continue. 

    Eyeing Cade, she thought, 'Now look at him; grinning so smugly and licking his lips like a happy puppy and... Oh, hell, what was she thinking? He enjoyed... what he did to her! There wasn't a damned thing wrong with that, was there?' 

    Her eyes fell to his throbbing erection and Angie's guts turned to jelly. She wanted that thing! Just as soon as it was humanly possible, she wanted Cade's dick pounding into her. 

    Angie couldn't remember feeling that way for a long time, and it both pleased and scared her. The last time she'd felt like this, she'd wound up with a guy she'd learned to hate. 

    Cade asked, "What's on your mind, Angie? You've been staring hard at me for something like a full minute." 

    Looking up, Angie said, "I... uh, I was just remembering... uh, the last time I... I actually wanted one of those things in particular inside me. It didn't work out too well, remember?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Oh. Him. Well, I'm not him. I'll give you as good a time as I can, but I don't want to own you." 

    As they started down the hill, Cade said, "Angie, this is sex. That's all it is for me; just a way to please you and be pleased. If you're worried that this will become more than a good time, say so and we'll head back to the pool or something. We don't need to start something that could screw up our businesses." 

    For several paces more they walked in silence, then Angie said firmly, 

"I've worked too long and too hard to put my world back together, Ed. You may fuck my brains out tonight, but they'll be back in and as good as new tomorrow." 

    When she glanced up at him, Cade nodded. As they passed Helen's tent, he realized that he'd left his bag with his beer and ice somewhere and ducked inside the tent to visit his cooler. 

    After retrieving a couple of beers and his backpack, he rejoined Angie and they went to her tent. Something about arriving seemed to have an effect on Angie; she sighed and went to her knees by her sleeping bag, then rolled herself out flat on it, closed her eyes, and sighed again. Cade watched her get flat and realized that her sleeping bag wouldn't be big enough for both of them, but even as he set the beers aside and got to his feet to go back to Helen's tent for his bag, his eyes roved over Angie's body and stopped on her delicious thighs. The sleeping bag could wait. 
Chapter Ten

    Angie had come several times by the touch of Cade's fingers and tongue before he again slid himself up and into her during a kiss. She immediately tensed and Cade shushed her as he simply filled her for a few moments in silence. 

    When he started stroking into her, Angie pushed him up a bit and looked into his eyes as she spoke his name in a cautionary tone. He grinned down at her and continued his slow stroking for another few moments, then pulled himself out of her and rose to his knees to reach for his beer and his backpack. 

    Sipping his beer, he handed the rubber to Angie, who took it and asked, 

"You want me to put it on you?" 

    "Yup," said Cade, sipping again. "Sure do. It's more fun that way, don't you think?" 

    "I think you just want me to handle your, uh..." Grinning at her, Cade said, "Well, yeah, I guess that could be, too, ma'am." 

    As Cade finished his beer, Angie unrolled the rubber onto him and sat back to admire her work as she sipped her own beer. Cade leaned to kiss her lips, then kissed his way down to her bush and back up to her throat. Positioning himself to enter her again, he said, "You taste good, lady. Real good. Is getting more of you going to be a problem later, or will I only get to do this at pagan events?" 

    Angie waited until he was again inside her to softly answer, "Oh, I don't see why you couldn't drop by now and then," as she looked up and met his eyes. She giggled, which created some interesting sensations within her, then wiggled her hips. 

    "Feels good," she breathed. "Feels wonderful." Cade kissed her and asked her to cross her ankles. 

    "What?" 

    "Just try it. You'll see what it does." 

    Crossing her ankles, she asked, "Now what?" Stroking into her slowly a few times and watching her mouth form a little

'o' of understanding as she noticed the extra friction, Cade said, "Thought you might like that." 

    "Where did you learn that?" 

    "Germany." 

    After another few minutes, Angie bit her bottom lip and keened her way through two more fine little orgasms before Cade felt his own tingles begin. He drove himself deep and said, "It's time." 

    "You're ready to come?" 

    Repressing an urge to laugh and ask her what the hell she'd thought he'd meant, Cade said, "Any minute now." 

    Embracing him tightly, Angie grinningly said, "When you're right on the edge, kiss me. I want to be kissing you when I feel you go off in me." Stroking evenly toward his climax, Cade grinned back at her and said, 

"Yes'm. Sounds fine to me." 

    Angie's legs wrapped around his and she thrust up to meet his strokes until they were nearly slamming together, his dick burying itself as deeply as possible on each stroke. 

    Her eyes closed and she seemed to simply absorb every moment and sensation of their joining until Cade hissed, "Angie. Now." Opening her eyes, Angie's lips quickly found his and they kissed deeply as Cade rammed into her a last few times and froze, buried to the hilt in her as he throbbed his completion. 

    Holding him tightly to her, Angie moaned into the kiss as she felt him buck inside her. Her hands flew to the backs of his thighs and she pulled as if to draw him even more deeply into her as she broke the kiss and gaspingly came. 

    Some moments later, Cade withdrew from her and rolled off Angie to lay on his back beside her. For several more moments neither of them spoke, then Angie reached to touch and tap on the semen-filled little bulb of the condom. 

    "God, I wish we didn't have to use a rubber," she said. 

    "Told you," said Cade, "We don't. You think I'm lying about being fixed? 

You think I'd want kids at my age?" He leaned up on one elbow and looked at her as he said, "Unless you're worried about diseases, forget the rubbers." Shrugging as best he could in that position, he added, "And if you are thinking of diseases, no sweat. We'll keep using rubbers. Doesn't really matter to me, except that I'd rather not munch you after I've come in you." Sitting up to open his other beer, Cade reached for the roll of paper towels and handed them to Angie as he noddingly indicated the puddle of condensation around the bottom of her own beer bottle. 

    She squeaked and tore off a towel to dry the bottle and the plastic of the ground mat before the water could reach her sleeping bag, then folded it into a coaster and sipped her beer. 

    Cade removed the rubber and dropped it in the tent's trash bag as he used another couple of paper towels on himself, then he lay back next to Angie. After another swig of the beer, Cade set his bottle down and rolled over on Angie's legs, saying, "Y'see, ma'am, with a rubber, coming isn't an --um, call it an issue --y'know?" 

    Taking a deep lick of her bush, he added, "See? I can dive right back in there. Couldn't do that if I hadn't used a rubber." 

    Giggling, Angie grinningly grabbed his head with both hands and thrust his face down into her bush, then wrapped her legs around him to keep him there as she laughingly said, "Then get to it, mister!" 

    Rather than mock-struggle with her, Cade set to work in her bush. Her legs soon fell away from around him so she could use them to help thrust her slit against his tongue, and Angie's breathing became somewhat ragged and gasping as Cade discovered yet another orgasm lurking within her. He heard voices outside the tent. Helen and Katherine were approaching, but he couldn't tell if they were headed for Angie's tent or just passing by. Cade considered stopping his activities, then decided not to and continued nibbling on Angie, who was nearing her latest pinnacle. 

    Just as Angie moaningly came on the end of Cade's tongue, someone outside swore in a whisper when she stubbed a toe on a tent peg, then two someones a few feet from the tent giggled softly and one of them cleared her throat. Angie's eyes flew open to stare at the tent wall, then at Cade, who evaded her look by reaching for his beer. 

    "Ahoy the tent," said Helen. "Two to come aboard. We've brought your sleeping bag." 

    "One sec while I drop the gangplank," said Cade, reaching for the tent's door flap and pushing it aside as Angie hastened to grab her beer, sit up, and try to look composed. 

    With a snicker, Katherine said, "Oh, my, all this nautical talk is making me just tingle all over, don't you know?" 

    Cade said, "Well, hell, lady, if that's all it takes, I know lots of nautical words. Mizzen mast. Jib. Yardarm." 

    Katherine clenched her knees together and held her belly as she gasped, 

"Oooh. Eeek. Ahhh. Oh, that was so good!" 

    Laughing, Helen and Katherine entered the tent with drinks and Cade's sleeping bag and Helen asked where to put the bag. He took it and set it to one side as the ladies seated themselves on the floor across from Cade and Angie. 

    "That thing's still up," said Katherine, her eyes locked on Cade's dick. 

"That's kind of unusual, isn't it?" 

    Leaning to kiss him, Helen then glanced at Katherine and said, "No, it isn't. He has a serious case of pussy breath." 

    Katherine burst out laughing as Angie blushed to her core. Helen grinned at Cade and reached for his dick and asked, "Have you used this thing yet?" as she squeezingly gripped it. 

    Handing her a paper towel to dry her hand, Cade simply said, "Yes," as Helen squeezed again, then released him. 

    She took the towel and glanced at Katherine as she dried her fingers and said, "Yeah, he's definitely used it." 

    Angie's expression indicated that she took a dim view of Helen's liberties with Cade's dick, but she sipped her beer and said nothing as Helen arranged herself to sit in a lotus position and sipped her wine. 

    Katherine said, "We just came to tell you that you'll be sleeping here tonight." 

    Thumbing at his sleeping bag, Cade said with a grin, "Figured that." Turning to Helen, he asked, "How come you don't have pussy breath, too, ma'am? 

Aren't you ladies getting along well?" 

    Giving him a 'screw you' face, she said, "We're getting along at least as well as you and Angie. We just haven't gotten quite that far yet." With a snicker, Katherine said, "We just finished selling off Helen's stuff a few minutes ago." 

    "Most of it, anyway," said Helen. "If Jamie's around tomorrow, I may let him run the booth with what's left." She shrugged and added, "Or not. There isn't that much left." 

    Cade said, "Just holler if you need help moving stuff in the morning. But not until your coffee's ready, of course." 

    Nodding, Helen smilingly agreed, "Oh, of course. Thanks, but we boxed it as she bought it and her two boys took it all to her tent. You should still drop by for coffee, though." 

    "Will do." 

    Heartily eyeing Katherine's breasts and legs, then meeting her gaze, he asked, "Milady Helen, in view of a certain other development who's sitting by the door, do you want to set the website work aside for the rest of the weekend?" 

    Helen grinned and said, "No. We'll find some time." 

    "So I'm a development, huh?" asked Katherine. 

    "Oh, sure," said Cade. "At the very least, you're a development. You may even be a special occasion." 

    "Oh, you're just too kind. I think." 

    Katherine cocked her head slightly, then reseated herself to face Cade, lying back with her legs apart and knees raised. 

    Running her fingertips up and down her inner thighs, she said, "Hey, Ed, Helen said you kissed her bush in the shower and you've been knoshing on Angie, but I'm feeling kind of left out, you know? How about doing me now?" Angie's head snapped around and she stared at Katherine with both shock and unconcealed anger. 

    Helen saw Angie's reaction and smiled placatingly as she said, "She's just kidding around, Angie." 

    Giving Helen a questioning look, Katherine said, "No, I'm not. If he can stick his face in yours and hers, why not mine? I just want to see if he's any good at it." 

    It was an awkward moment, for sure. 

    After a moment, Angie said to Cade, "If you do it, you'll be leaving when they do." To Helen and Katherine, she rather accusingly said, "You gave him up at the pool. You'll get him back when I let him go." Meeting Angie's angry gaze, Katherine shrugged, sat up, and looked at Cade as she calmly stated, "Fine. Tomorrow, then. I'll be looking forward to it." Hm, thought Cade. Was Katherine playing 'Divide and Conquer'? Trying to manipulate Angie into pressing Cade to stay with her and not get sexually involved with Helen and Katherine? That would let Katherine have Helen all to herself, and Cade had no illusions about Katherine's interest in him. He was very likely just an attachment to Helen that would have to be dealt with, whether by eliminating him or allowing his future involvement as necessary to having Helen. 

    Cade couldn't help but grin as he realized that --to one degree or other

--Katherine would win either way. 

    "Helen," said Cade, "I think milady Katherine's just trying to make Angie latch onto me so she won't have to share you with me tonight or tomorrow. What do you think?" 

    Glancing at Angie, Helen replied, "Whether that's what she's trying to do or not, I think it may be working." 

    Angie seemed to either be at a loss for words or doing her best not to say what she thought. She rose to her knees, then stood up, and stated, "Helen. Katherine. Please leave now." 

    Helen also stood up, then Katherine. Looking at Cade, Helen asked, "Will you need anything from your cooler? Or would you rather bring it here?" Nodding, Cade stood up and glanced at his beer bottle. 

    "Yeah, I'm about out of beer. I'll go get it. Got anything to hold your wine and some ice?" 

    With a snicker, Helen said, "Oh, just my own cooler, I guess. We may have to move some things to make room." 

    Angie said, "I'll help you carry it, Ed." 

    Katherine chuckled and opened the tent flap as she said, "I don't think she trusts us, Helen." 

    "It's you I don't trust," said Angie. 

    They all trooped down to Helen's tent, where Cade opened one of his beers as Helen swapped ice to Cade's cooler to make room for the wine bottles in hers and Katherine rooted in her personals bag for something. Handing Angie his beer, Cade moved his cooler outside just as Katherine said, "Ha! Found it," and held up a bright orange dildo about eight inches long. She thumbed a switch on the bottom and a rather loud buzzing emanated from it, filling the local night. 

    Giving her a droll look, Angie asked, "That thing's kind of loud, isn't it?" 

    With a huge grin, Katherine said, "Not when it's properly installed, it isn't." She flicked it off and said, "Better save the batteries," then aimed it at Angie and asked, "Wanna try it?" 

    "No!" blurted Angie. Handing Cade his beer, she said, "I prefer the real thing, thank you." 

    "If that's true, it's only because you haven't tried one of these." Looking at Cade, Katherine said, "Take Mr. Wonderful, here. He'll give out on you sooner or later. He'll either get tired or bored or he'll go off and go down. That doesn't happen with one of these." 

    Snorting a laugh, Cade said, "I hope you brought enough batteries to get you through the weekend." 

    With a snicker, Katherine said to Angie, "Guys hate these toys. They're afraid of them. Afraid of being replaced." 

    Sipping his beer, Cade looked at Helen, who grinned up at him from her seat on the small cooler. 

    She said, "Oh, I don't think all men are afraid of them. Ed asked if I had one and offered to, um... let me see, how did he say it..? Oh, yes... 'If you have one, I'll tickle you senseless with it.'" Chuckling, she added, "Or something like that." 

    Katherine's head came up as if she were greatly surprised and perhaps a little shocked. "He did?! Oh, wow! D'ya really think he'd know what the hell to do with one?" 

    "Indeed he would," Cade stated, "A lady named Cindy was particularly fond of hers and showed me her favorite tricks. Correction; she preferred to call them 'techniques'. And a few other women have also contributed their best moves." 

    Helen and Katherine seemed well entertained, laughing and snickering. Angie simply rolled her eyes and looked irritatedly at Cade as if wondering why the hell he was participating at all in the chatter about electronic toys. Angie reached for his beer and he let her take it. As she took a big slug of it, he decided to get another one for himself and reached in the cooler. In an amazed tone, Katherine laughed, "Well, I'll be damned! Maybe he is Mr. Wonderful, after all. Now I can hardly wait to find out." Looking at Helen, she asked, "Can't we take him back? Do we have to leave him with her?" As expected, Angie fixed a glare on Katherine, but instead of responding, she reached down for a cooler handle and said, "Come on, Ed. Let's leave these two... ladies... to, uh... to do whatever they're going to do to each other." Katherine laughed at Angie's reaction and Helen smiled as she sipped her wine. 

    Even as he reached for the other cooler handle, Cade looked at Helen and saw her left eyebrow arch as her eyes flicked to Angie. He got her message; this one would try to turn things into more than a weekend adventure if she could. 

    "See you tomorrow," said Helen, meeting Cade's eyes in a manner that made his skin feel warm, then letting her eyes drop to settle on his dick. Angie and Katherine saw where she was looking and followed her gaze, of course, and having all three women staring at the thing made it start to rise. Again. 

    Katherine chuckled and hefted her boobs at Cade as if offering them to him as she blew him a kiss. Helen rolled her eyes and shook her head at Katherine's bawdy display. 

    Angie sighed exasperatedly, pulled the cooler to get Cade moving, and said, "Let's just get out of here, Ed." 

    As she turned to lead the way with her end of the cooler, Cade took a last look at Helen and gave her a little salute. 

    Helen called softly, "Hey! Not before nine, okay?" 

    "Works for me," said Cade. 

    Several steps later, Angie whispered, "The bitch!" Glancing at her, Cade said nothing. 

    "Katherine, I mean," said Angie. "Not Helen." 

    "Figured that." 

    Stopping with the cooler dangling between them, Angie asked, "Don't you think she was being a bitch?" 

    "I think she was just trying to fix things so she'll have Helen to herself." 

    "Then what was that... that..." at a loss for words, she put the cooler down and hefted her boobs at Cade while she puckered her lips. "That," she finished. "If she doesn't want you, what was that about?" Leaning down to grab the cooler handle, she again led them toward her tent. 

    "That," said Cade, "Was just a way of getting under your skin, ma'am. Now you're supposed to try to keep me from going back to Helen. During this weekend, at least." 

    Angie stopped again and stared at him as he tried to keep the cooler from ramming her legs. Cade asked, "Hey, how about telling me when you're going to stop like that?" 

    Ignoring his question, Angie asked, "Are you thinking of going back to Helen?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "I still have to finish her website and get it online. Still have to..." 

    Interrupting, Angie snapped, "You know what I mean." 

    "I know that you're sounding kind of possessive, ma'am. Should I take that to mean that Katherine's plan is working?" 

    Almost glaring at him, Angie enunciated each word clearly as she asked, 

"Are you going to go back to her?" 

    Sighing, Cade said, "There's no point in lying, Angie. Eventually, yes, you know I will. Not tonight, and maybe not even tomorrow in the sense that you mean, but I'm not about to pass up an opportunity to get to know Helen better." 

    For several long moments, Angie simply glared at him, and Cade wondered if he might wind up sleeping in his car. 

    "Thank you," snapped Angie. "That's all I wanted to know." She again led the way with her end of the cooler, almost dragging Cade along for a few steps as she marched angrily toward her tent. Striding ahead made her legs bash the cooler. Angie slowed to let Cade bring his end alongside, but her shorter steps were still quick and angry as she glanced at him. 

    "'Not tonight', you said. Tonight you won't even think about her, right?" Cade glanced at her bouncing breasts and flashing thighs, then back at her face, and said, "I'd say I'll probably have damned little other than you on my mind tonight, ma'am." 

    Muttering, "Good," Angie shoved the tent flap back to enter. They set the cooler down out of the way and Cade watched her kneel to straighten her sleeping bag and pillow. 

    The light from the end of the tent row filtered dimly through the wall of the tent to glow softly on her skin, highlighting her as she moved. As his gaze roved over her breasts and legs, he felt his dick rising again and heartily agreed with it. 

    Angie was a fine looking woman, no doubt about it. Nice. Very nice. But he didn't want to be owned any more than he wanted to own her, and her anger about Katherine's efforts led him to believe that she'd want more than a weekend fling. 

    Would that be so bad? He considered the number of women who'd shared his life and bed over the last few years and decided that being with Angie might prove to be difficult. 

    Selena and Diana had happily shared him and each other, and when Di had gone back to Georgia to use her scholarship before it expired, Selena had on occasion shared him with a few other women during their weekends together. But Angie'd want him all to herself, lock, stock, and barrel, and he wasn't really interested in that sort of relationship. And if she got pissed, she could damage both her business and his. Better just to give her the best he could tonight and... 

    "Earth to Ed." 

    Cade realized he'd been staring vacantly at her legs and met her eyes. 

    "Just thinking. Those are some nice legs, lady." She sat on her sleeping bag and brushed dirt off her knees as she said, 

"Now I'm going to need another shower." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Me, too," and sipped his beer before reaching for his bath kit, but Angie didn't move except to lift her beer for a sip. Her eyes were locked on his dick. 

    "Come over here, Ed." 

    He stepped the necessary pace to stand before her and she reached to fondle the object of her interest. It began to stiffen instantly, of course, and she grinningly shook it a bit as it lengthened between her fingertips. 

    "Amazing how it does that," she said, taking another sip of her beer as she played with it. 

    Setting her beer down, she lay back and held her arms up to Cade as she smilingly said, "I want it. Now." 

    Cade said, "Yes'm. You got it," and put his bath bag down to reach for his backpack, but Angie said, "No. Not this time." She giggled and said, "I'm just going to take things as they come, so to speak." 

    For some reason --perhaps because she'd made such a big deal of it before

--the thought of coming in her without a rubber made Cade's dick throb a bit harder. 

    "You're sure?" 

    Angie nodded and gestured for him to come to her. Cade knelt between her legs and leaned to kiss her lips as he found her entrance with the head of his dick. She was already wet; apparently she found the idea of him coming in her rather exciting, too. 

    "You're absolutely sure?" he asked as he nudged his way into her. "You aren't going to get all crazy on me later?" 

    Giggling in an odd, tense tone, Angie slapped his back and said more or less firmly, "No, I'm not going to get crazy on you later. I promise." He noted that she was pretty tense elsewhere, too; not just where she wrapped around his dick. Her hands and legs were trembling. He slid himself the rest of the way into her and saw her eyes close as her teeth clenched. Stroking into her for a while changed nothing. Although her eyes opened, they were troubled and teary and her jaw was set firmly. Cade stopped moving while he was fully within her. 

    "Angie, you're shaking. You're scared. Don't tell me to do this if you're going to worry yourself to death afterward." 

    Shaking her head slightly, she said tersely, "If I worry, it'll only be until I have my next period, right?" 

    Taking a deep breath, she looked as if she had more to say, then seemed to settle for whispering, "Go ahead. Do it." 

    Yeah, right. 'Go ahead. Do it.' A fine plan, except that her fear was making Cade's dick go down. He stayed put to let her feel it soften, and when Angie realized what was happening, a look of complete puzzlement appeared on her face. 

    Rolling off her, Cade grabbed his beer and sat up. 

    "You're scared as hell," he said flatly, taking a sip as he handed Angie her beer. "Either you don't believe I'm shooting blanks or this means something to you that it damned sure doesn't mean to me. Or both." 
Chapter Eleven

    After staring at him for a few moments, Angie quietly said, "Okay, so I'm scared. So what? I'll get over it." 

    "Uh, huh. Look, it was one thing to tease you a little at the showers when I had no intention of going off at all. This isn't teasing. You want me to do something that scares the hell out of you and I want to know why before I do it." 

    Sipping his beer again, Cade stood up, reached for his bath kit and towel, and said, "And it's getting late, so you can tell me on the way to the showers." 

    Angie sat upright to take a sip of her beer and lift a hand to Cade. She said nothing as he pulled her to her feet, but Cade thought he might already know what she'd had in mind. 

    Once they were on the trail beyond the tents, he sipped his beer and quietly asked, "Did you think letting me come in you would give you some sort of hold over me?" 

    Stopping and staring at him, Angie said nothing for several moments, then she replied, "I guess I thought it might," and started walking again. Cade slung his towel on his shoulder and joined her, then said, "You have it backward, I think. At that particular moment, it would more likely have given me a hold over you." 

    She didn't stop, but her expression was the same as before; sullen, questioning startlement mixed with irritation. 

    "Think about it," said Cade. "What were you doing? You were offering me something you either value highly or fear greatly. I'd have had a good time and squirt, and it would have meant no more than usual to me, but to you..." He met her gaze and finished, "It would have been some kind of sacrifice." Angie still said nothing, looking straight ahead as she marched toward the shower stalls. She picked the middle stall and turned on the water to let it heat as she set her bag and beer down and located her soap. As her irritated gaze met his, he said, "Later, when I didn't respond properly to your sacrifice, you'd have added me to the list of men who've screwed you in some manner, and I don't need that, ma'am. Even if our business relationship weren't at stake, I wouldn't want to join that list. I don't want to lose you as a friend because of a few squirts of smelly-jelly." Letting out an involuntary snort that became a snicker, then a short laugh, Angie asked, "Smelly-jelly?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Well? It is. Both. Smelly and jelly. Sticky as hell, too, when it dries a bit. Don't know how you women tolerate the stuff." Laughing, Angie replied, "Well, if it's properly installed, it doesn't get a chance to dry out." 

    "Hm. Yeah, well... Hey, you want some help over there? I could turn this shower off and share yours. We could maybe save some water for the club, y'know." 

    With a snorting snicker, Angie said, "'Save water, shower with a friend.' 

That line's been around since before I was born." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. Probably at least as long as there have been water bills, I'd think." 

    Angie looked around the shower stalls and turned the water off in hers, then stepped over to Cade's and adjusted his shower to be a bit warmer before she turned to face him, handed him her soap, and placed her hands on his shoulders. 

    "Okay," she said. "Now we're sharing water and you have all the soap. You can start washing me anytime." 

    Cade sniffed his soap, then hers, and set his on the rack. 

    "Apples," he said, sniffing her soap again. 

    "Apple blossoms, it said on the label." 

    Shrugging, Cade set to work on her shoulders and arms, intending to eventually work his way to her ankles. Angie let him work in silence for some moments until something began nudging against her belly. 

    She looked down between them for another few moments, then she sighed and muttered, "To hell with it." 

    Looking up into Cade's eyes, she gripped his dick and said, "Let's go where we were before; behind the shower wall." 

    Continuing to wash her, Cade said, "Didn't bring rubbers." 

    "Forget the rubbers." 

    When he eyed her skeptically and continued washing her, Angie sighed with exasperation and stamped her foot wetly. 

    "I mean it. Let's do it. I want it." 

    Lifting an eyebrow for effect, he stopped washing her and asked, "Even though it'll just be a few squirts and not some kind of major sacrifice, ma'am?" 

    With a narrow gaze, she said, "Yeah, smartass. Even though it'll just be a few squirts." 

    "You won't panic and make me pull it out at the last minute? That's kind of frustrating, you know." 

    Grinning as she laughed, Angie said, "I won't panic. I promise. And even if I do, I want you to go ahead and do it." 

    Making a face of apprehension, Cade said, "No, I don't think that's such a good idea. A panicky woman in the middle of the night in a nudist resort full of witches, more than half of whom are probably militant feminists? No, not good at all." 

    Angie started giggling and couldn't stop. Her arms fell away from Cade's shoulders as her giggles became laughter. Cade washed himself a bit and watched her as she wound down. 

    Taking a deep breath, Angie let most of it out sighingly and squared her shoulders, placing her hands on her hips as she looked at Cade. 

    "I mean it," she said. "Let's do it." 

    "There's no need to do it." 

    "Yes, there is, and I don't want to talk about it anymore. I want to do it." Making a wry face, she amended, "I mean I want you to do it. To me, right now, behind the fence." 

    "For you. Not to you. You're the one who wants this." Blinking at him, she shrugged and said, "Okay. For me, then. Whatever makes you happy. Enough talk. Let's go." 

    "Just wait one, okay? Why does it mean so much to you? If I do it, what'll happen inside your head?" 

    For several long seconds, Angie just looked at him, then she said in a determined tone, "Something happened years ago, Ed. It was unpleasant and I'm not going to tell you about it, so you'll either do this for me or you won't." 

    "So you really aren't afraid I'll knock you up." Shaking her head, Angie met his gaze and said flatly, "No. I'm not afraid you'll knock me up." 

    "Or give you some kind of disease." 

    Again shaking her head slightly, she said, "No," in that same flat tone. 

    "And you don't think you'll panic or drive yourself nuts about it afterward, right?" 

    Gritting her teeth, Angie growled, "No, dammit!" She looked as if she might start crying. Cade reached for her and pulled her into a hug under the shower. Angie's arms embraced him and she pressed her face to his chest in silence for nearly a minute before she spoke again. 

    "So?" she asked softly. "Will you do it?" Sighing, Cade said, "I almost feel as if I ought to make you sign a waiver of some sort first, but yeah. I'll do it." 

    Angie giggled softly and said, "Maybe I'll run something up on the computer later and email you a copy." 

    "Kewl. Last question, ma'am, and maybe the biggest one yet because it involves someone who isn't here. No matter how it goes, this won't affect our business arrangements, will it? Your sales are nearly a quarter of Sharon's WiccaWorks sales. It wouldn't be fair to her if we literally screw things up tonight." 

    Pulling away from him, Angie looked up into Cade's eyes and said, "No. No matter what happens, I won't let this affect my agreements with Sharon and WiccaWorks." 

    Cade met her gaze long enough to think that he could believe her, then gathered her back into their embrace and kissed her. Angie hugged him to her and only relaxed her hold slightly when their kiss ended. 

    "Again," she said softly. "Kiss me again." She seemed to melt against him and somehow fitted herself to him so it seemed they made contact from head to toe as they kissed again. Cade felt her hard nipples against his chest and realized that they hadn't been like that before the kiss. 

    Using the pretext of getting all the soap off her, he sluiced water over Angie's body with his hands and guided it between her legs, allowing his fingertips to brushingly caress her as he kissed her again. Although she must have been expecting it, she started at his intimate touch, then her legs clamped his fingers and she moved herself against them gently. 

    Softly, simply, she said, "I'm ready." 

    Indeed she was, Cade discovered. The slick dampness on his fingers wasn't soapy water. 

    "Yes, ma'am, you certainly are," he said, reaching to turn off the water with his free right hand. 

    When he chuckled softly, Angie gave him a grinning, curious glance as she fondled his hardness. 

    "I truly do hope you enjoy this," said Cade, leading her around the enclosure to the shadows. "Because I damned sure will. We've made such a big deal about it that... well, it's become something of a big deal, I guess." 

    "Even though you're 'shooting blanks', as you put it?" 

    "Oh, yeah," he said emphatically. "Even though." Angie took his hand and led him to their previous spot at the fence, then leaned back against it as she pulled him to her. She reached to guide him into herself, then embraced him firmly as she spoke. 

    "Remember how you shoved it into me before? Do it like that again. Lift me off the ground with it." 

    He hadn't actually lifted her off the ground with it before, but he saw nothing to be gained by correcting her impressions. Cade got a grip on the backs of Angie's thighs and drove himself into her so that her toes left the ground completely. 

    The fencing creaked and groaned and Angie bit her lip and moaned softly as she hung suspended on his dick. Her arms left his waist and rose to drape on his shoulders and her eyes bored into his as she took a deep breath and let it out, then looked down at their connection. 

    Cade let her down to put her feet on the ground and kissed her as his hands rose to sweep gently over her arms and shoulders, then down her torso to her thighs and back up. 

    Their lovemaking was slow and gentle for the most part; Cade liked being up and inside too much to hurry and he was vastly enjoying the feel of her skin beneath his fingers. 

    Kissing and tasting his way over Angie's shoulders and throat, he worked his way back to her lips and drove deeply into her as he kissed her. When the time came --when he felt the tingling begin in his heels and race up his legs --he debated about telling her for only an instant; his debate was ended by Angie's eyes snapping open and becoming as big as saucers. She'd felt his slightly extra hardness and that little bit of extra length that came with it and immediately recognized it for what it represented. Stroking slowly to the depths of her a few more times, Cade met her gaze for some moments as he held back the tide, but then it became too much to hold and he softly whispered, "Last chance to back out, Angie." For a moment her teeth clenched and she appeared to be on the verge of panic, then her face composed and she very deliberately wrapped her arms over his shoulders, lifted her legs to wrap them around his waist, and kissed him deeply. 

    Her kiss destroyed the last vestiges of Cade's self control. He felt as if he gushed into Angie like a firehose. She moaned into his kiss and ground herself against him as if to pull every last drop he could give out of him, and Cade 'gave' into her until it actually hurt a little. Breaking their kiss, Angie threw her head back against the fence and gasped harshly, then sucked in short, rasping breaths for a few moments as she stared at the night sky. 

    In a small, high-pitched and whispery voice, she gasped, "I did it! I really did it!" 

    Letting her head roll forward, she stared intently into Cade's eyes for another moment, then kissed him deeply again. 

    His dick bucked a few more small spurts into her and she made a surprised little sound that was muffled by their kiss, then she broke their kiss, giggled, and stared down at their joining for a time, apparently marveling at what she'd allowed to happen within her. 

    Cade kissed her shoulder and said softly, "Well, you seem to have weathered the storm, milady. You've been drilled and filled and nothing terrible happened that I noticed." 

    Angie's head came up and she met his gaze as she grinned and laughingly kissed him twice quickly. His softening dick was forced out of her by her laughter, which made her laugh again. 

    "Sorry," she said, unwrapping her legs from his waist and letting them down with a soft groan. "Ooooh. My legs aren't working right." Bracing her gently, Cade said, "They will in a minute. You really feel okay?" 

    Looking up from her trembling legs, she enthusiastically whispered, "Oh, God, Ed! I... I feel SO good. SO good. It's as if... well... never mind! I feel just wonderful!" 

    She pulled herself to him and into another kiss and held him tightly for a while. Cade's hands found wood fibers on her back and gently brushed them away, then he returned her embrace and let his hands roam. After a bit they walked back around to the showers. Angie discovered his stuff leaking out of her and giggled almost hysterically for a moment, swiping a finger through the stuff and examining it as if it was the find of the decade. 

    Cade turned on the shower and they spent some time washing and rinsing as necessary, then Cade patted her dry with her towel, carefully avoiding her bush in the process. 

    "If this is your only towel, don't use it there just yet." 

    "Huh? Oh. No, I have another one in my bag. But maybe we ought to stay up here for a while. I can rinse again before we go back to the tent." Angie sat on the low bench by the showers and sighed deeply as she stared up at the stars. Cade gazed at her and studied the lovely lines of her as he considered again whether he'd made a mistake in cooperating with her desire for a rubberless mating. 

    Eyeing Angie's breasts and thighs again, he also wondered whether he was making a mistake by trying to avoid an ongoing entanglement with her. Damn, she was fine! And... He paused as he reviewed his last thought. He'd used the word 'entanglement' where a word such as 'involvement' might also have worked. Or would it? 

    She noticed his eyes on her body and her motion made him look at her face again. 

    Grinning up at him, Angie said, "Thank you." 

    "For what, milady?" 

    "For looking at me like that." Giggling softly, she added, "Especially so soon after..." she sighed again and said, "Ed, I did it! I mean, we did it! 

You came in me!" 

    Nodding solemnly, Cade said, "Yes, ma'am, I certainly did, and it was just as special as I expected it to be." 

    "You mean that?" 

    "Yup. It was definitely more than the usual squirt." Angie snickered and looked down. 

    "I guess it must have been. I'm still leaking." As her head came back up, she saw Cade's semi-stiffness and bit her lip as she stared at it for a moment, then she reached for it, said, "And so are you," and leaned forward to take it into her mouth. 

    By the time she declared the task finished, of course, he was standing fully erect again. Angie giggled and kept her grip on it as she stood up and led him back around the fence. 

    There was a time of kissing and caressing and fondling, then Angie stepped away from Cade and leaned to place her hands on the fence. Looking back at him, she wiggled her butt and spread her legs slightly. 

    "Yes, ma'am," said Cade, stepping up to her and burying the head of his dick in her dampness. 

    "All of it," she said. "Quickly." Cade grasped her hips and followed orders, ramming himself into the depths of her in one quick shove. 

    Angie gasped, froze, and gasped again, then sucked in a deep breath and said officiously between giggles, "Good. You may now proceed, please." 

    "Oh, yes ma'am, ma'am. As you command, of course." Using long strokes and bearing downward slightly to rub that magic spot within her, Cade posted slowly for a time until he felt her legs begin to tremble. 

    Readying himself for what would come next, he renewed his grip on her hips and prepared to stay within her when she went to her knees. Sure enough, when she came hard, her knees failed her and Angie wound up on her hands and knees in the low grass, still impaled. Cade kept stroking into her as she keened her way through what sounded like a fairly fabulous orgasm. 

    She suddenly flooded him with lubricant and spasmed around his dick as she bucked backward to slam them together with each stroke. 

    Cade did his best to work with her and continue to rub her inner spot, and it wasn't long until Angie simply folded her arms, rested her head on them, and seemed to almost purr. 

    Interrupting his strokings to kiss her shoulder firmly, Cade again rammed into her, although somewhat more gently than before. Angie came hard again within a few minutes and her orgasm seemed to trigger Cade's. When she felt the difference in the feel of him and his strokings, Angie almost frantically reached back to try to grasp his thighs and pull him into her. 

    A few strokes later, Cade drove himself as deeply as possible into Angie and again gushed into her. She hissed and froze, pulling hard on his thighs to keep him securely in place as he filled her. 

    They stayed upright for some few moments more, then Angie let herself down to lie flat in the grass and roll onto her back to look up at him. 

    "Hi, there," she said with a grin. 

    Stretching out to lie next to her, Cade said, "Hi, yourself, lady." Sighing, he added, "You're a lot of work, y'know that?" Laughing, Angie leaned to kiss his shoulder and said, "Just think how well you'll sleep tonight." 

    They lay together for a while, then Angie reached to brush something off her leg and said, "I'm ready for my last shower of the night. You?" Nodding, Cade said, "Sounds good. I'm all bushed, and that isn't meant as a pun." 

    Easing themselves to their feet, they visited the shower, taking their time and playing a bit in the process of getting clean yet again. Cade heard soft voices in the distance down the trail and looked to see two indistinct forms approaching. As they drew closer, he recognized Katherine's voice, then Helen's. 

    "Well, look who's here," said Katherine, grinningly heading past Angie and Cade to the third --endmost --shower. 

    She had long red marks on her back; the kind you get when you lie on a wrinkled sheet. Or a wrinkled sleeping bag, of course. Her hair was something of a rat's nest and Helen's hair was in no better condition. As Helen settled on the middle shower, Cade glanced at her bath bag. Yup. She brought the shampoo. 

    "Hi, all," said Cade. "You two look kind of... well... used... at the moment, you know." 

    "So do you," said Helen, eyeing Angie. "You in particular, in fact. I take it he has some stamina?" 

    Rolling her eyes, Angie sighed and said, "Yes, as a matter of fact, he does." 

    "Ooooo," Katherine enthused, "All right! How many times did you nail her, stud?" 

    Angie's quick, angry look caused Helen to raise a quieting hand in Katherine's direction, then hold her bag out to Cade as she said, "I brought some shampoo, if you need it." 

    "Thanks," he said, taking the shampoo bottle out of the bag and handing the bag back to her. "I'll get it right back to you." Leading Angie under the shower, he poured a dollop in his hand and handed the bottle back to Helen. Working the shampoo into Angie's hair, he eased her around so that her back was to the other women as he worked. Heh. Used or not, those ladies looked damned good to Cade. Katherine grinned and flicked her eyebrows at him, then began washing herself in a slow, deliberately provocative manner. Helen saw what she was doing and sighingly shook her head as she stepped under her own shower. 

    Katherine snickered and turned to face Cade directly as she washed between her legs very thoroughly, indeed. Cade watched until she tired of her sport and became more serious in general about her shower, then he watched Helen for a bit. 

    Helen closed her eyes, tilted her head back a bit, and began working her shampoo into her hair. She almost instantly became a flashing, glossy, glorious statue of womanhood as the shampoo flowed over her. As she turned herself beneath the water, something about the way the lights reflected from her body added to her overall naked impact on Cade; his dick began rising again. 

    Seeing him pointing at them, Katherine whispered to Helen and Helen parted her hair under the spray so she could open an eye to see for herself. Her eyebrow arched and she smiled. Cade used his soapy right hand to toss her one of his little two-finger salutes and grinned back. 

    "How long do you intend to wash my hair?" asked Angie. That question caused Helen and Katherine both to silently crack up with barely-contained laughter. 

    Cade said, "Until you tell me it's clean, milady." 

    "It's clean enough," said Angie. "Let me rinse, now." She leaned into the spray and Cade took the opportunity to move around her so his back was to Helen and Katherine. When Angie had rinsed all the shampoo out of her hair, the first thing she saw was Cade's dick pointing at her nose. Eyeing the other two women somewhat sharply, Angie abruptly reached to get a grip on it and leaned to take it into her mouth, sliding almost half of it in and out a few times before she removed it, kissed it once, and rather smugly stood up to continue her shower without another glance at them. Helen had stopped washing and staringly watched Angie's oral antics. Katherine stepped up beside her and grinningly leaned on Helen's shoulder as she also watched. Cade simply stood there and watched Angie work for those few moments, as surprised by her display as the others. 

Chapter Twelve

    After Cade had pretty thoroughly washed Angie, she returned the favor by washing him, and she did it in such a way that both Katherine and Helen occasionally seemed to lose track of their own efforts while watching her work. 

    As Angie and Cade rinsed, a shriek came from the tents below, then another one, followed by one of those full-bore, horror-movie screams. Cade instantly headed down the hill at a trot, mindful of the ankle-busting roughness of the trail. 

    A few seconds later he heard another scream and changed his course in that direction. By the light of a lantern in one of the tents, two people seemed to be doing some weird sort of dance as another scream filled the night. Other people had arrived at the tent before Cade, of course, having been closer, but none of them seemed inclined to get too close to the tent, which meant that they likely didn't know what the hell was really going on in there. As another shrieking scream emanated from the tent, Cade opened the tent flap and unzipped the screen. One of the figures inside stopped dancing, hopped over the bedding on the floor, and bolted past Cade through the opening, tripping over a tent rope and taking a tumble before he got clear and back on his feet. 

    The bright Coleman lantern lay on its side in the middle of the floor and the other human figure in the tent seemed to be dancing frantically against the far wall. It was Jamie. 

    Jamie shrieked again and pointed at the floor and Cade looked down as he leaped back on general principles. When the retinal afterimages from the lantern's bright light had faded somewhat, he saw a snake about halfway between the tent's zippered doorway and the lantern. 

    The snake wasn't coiled up; it slithered here and there among the bedding and other objects in the tent, then found the tent wall and followed it, obviously searching for a way out. 

    It was a couple of inches wide and maybe four feet long, but Cade could only guess at its length because it kept frantically moving under things. A glimpse of the snake's head revealed that it was narrow --and therefore not likely poisonous --and that the snake had what was either a small rat or a hefty mouse in its mouth. 

    More than half of the rodent had already disappeared head first into the snake's mouth. Cade stepped into the tent and waited for an opportunity, then stepped on the snake's tail and grabbed the middle of the snake, sliding his right hand to just behind the snake's head. 

    Once he had a reasonable grip on it, he released the snake's tail, set the Coleman lantern upright, and turned to leave the tent. The snake rather frantically coiled around his arm twice and peed on him as Cade stood up to leave. 

    A few people outside the tent shrieked and someone backed away from the tent's opening very quickly as he yelled, "Don't bring that goddamned thing out here!" 

    Cade ignored everyone and headed for the fence that separated the mowed area from the open fields, where he put the front end of the snake on the ground and let go of it. 

    The snake immediately tried to strike at Cade's hand, of course, but with a rat in its mouth, Cade was in no danger of being bitten. He gently slapped the snake's head away and waited. The snake suddenly seemed to realize that it was free and it uncoiled from Cade's arm and hauled ass into the high grass with its furry prize. 

    A crowd had gathered around the tent. Jamie was now outside the tent, wrapped around Helen and yammering hysterically as he sobbed for breath. She and someone else were trying to comfort him back to a degree of sanity. Angie was standing a few feet from them. Cade headed for her holding his right arm away from his body. A woman who apparently assumed he'd been bitten ran up to him and told him to lie down and stay still. 

    Cade chuckled and said, "Take it easy. It didn't bite me, it just peed on me." 

    The woman began blathering at him about how lucky he'd been and what a complete fool he'd been to handle a snake and how he could have been hurt and... 

    In a tone that had once led troops, Cade snapped, "Quiet!" She blinked at him and stiffened as he said, "Sorry, but I just don't much like being called a fool, lady, and I wasn't in any danger at all. It was just a blacksnake with a rat in its mouth. It couldn't bite anyone." To the nearby crowd in general, he said, "For that matter, everybody chill out. There was never any danger. Blacksnakes eat rats and bugs and they aren't poisonous. They're good guys. If you see another one, don't panic. Just make it easy for the snake to leave the area." 

    Someone inanely asked, "But what if it isn't a blacksnake?" Laughing shortly, Cade said, "Same answer." Others laughed, as well, and the crowd began to disperse as Cade pointed at his right arm and said to Angie, "The snake peed on me. I have to go wash up." 

    She snickered, then laughed. So did Katherine and Helen, who patted Jamie and said, "See, Jamie? Everybody's okay. Let's go help Ed wash his arm, okay?" Jamie seemed a bit spacey as he repeated, "His arm? What happened? Did the snake bite him?" 

    He sounded like a frightened, confused child. Cade started back up the hill to the showers as Helen assured Jamie that the snake hadn't bitten anyone and got him moving. 

    Katherine fell into step with him on his right and asked, "What would you have done if it hadn't been a blacksnake? What if it had been a rattlesnake?" 

    "About the same, except I'd have kept him from wrapping around my arm and I'd have thrown him over the fence on general principles. He had a mouthful of rat. Snakes can't just spit out something as big around as they are." 

    "You're sure about that, huh?" 

    "Yup. Sure am." 

    Glancing back, he saw that Jamie seemed to be moving under his own power, walking in silence beside Helen. He seemed embarrassed, so Cade asked him what he knew about snakes. Jamie looked at him as if he were crazy. 

    "Nothing!" exclaimed Jamie. "Not a damned thing! And I don't ever want to!" He shuddered emphatically. 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Well, you put as much distance between yourself and the snake as possible and you screamed, which is exactly what anyone who doesn't want to know shit about snakes is expected to do, so don't sweat it." Looking in amazement at Helen, then at Cade, Jamie asked, "You mean I did the right thing?! Really?!" 

    Shrugging, Cade asked, "Could you get out of the tent?" Shaking his head, Jamie said in a sincere tone, "No! The snake was between me and the door!" 

    "Well, there it is, then. Try not to knock over your lantern next time, though. Don't wanna set fire to the tent." 

    "Next time?!" Jamie shrieked softly, "There won't be a next time! I'm never going camping again! Never!" 

    "Sure you will, dude. You will because Helen will. Besides, how many times have you been to these events and how many times have you or anyone else seen a snake? That one was just looking for a safe, quiet place to munch his mouse. Instead, he found you and whosis." 

    "Clark." 

    "Yeah, him. Blacksnakes avoid big animals, so people hardly ever see them. You just got lucky tonight." 

    "Lucky?!" 

    "Yup. Blacksnakes are considered good luck." Snorting derisively, Jamie asked, "Yeah? By who?" Helen said, "'Whom', sweetie. Not 'who'." 

    "What-ever," said Jamie. 

    "Indians," said Cade. "Farmers. Mostly people who aren't fond of rodents, I think." 

    Huffing up a bit, Jamie said, "Well, I'm not an Indian or a farmer, so to me it was just a big damned snake." 

    As they entered the shower area, Cade said, "Sorry to hear it. Like I said, they're good guys. You feeling all better now?" 

    "Well, I guess so. I think. Sort of, anyway." Angie snickered and handed Cade his bath bag. He found his plastic soap box and handed the bag back to her, then turned on the shower as she and the others took seats on the waiting benches. 

    Cade quickly washed his right arm, put his soap back in its travel box, and turned off the shower, then walked over to drop the box in his bag and take his towel as Angie offered it. As he dried his arm, he was conscious of everyone on the benches staring at some portion of him. 

    Katherine and Angie seemed to be studying his arm, as if looking for signs that there'd actually been a snake wrapped around it. Jamie was eyeing his dick. 

    Helen met Cade's gaze as he wrapped the towel around his waist, cutting off Jamie's view. 

    Nobody seemed inclined to speak, so Cade asked, "Do we have an agenda?" 

    "A what?" asked Jamie. 

    "I don't think so," said Helen. "We all just sort of tagged along, I think." 

    Glancing around, Cade asked, "Well, then, do any of us have any coffee on at this hour?" 

    Making a face, Jamie said, "Whatever's left over from lunch, but I wouldn't drink it." 

    "Let's have a look," said Cade. "If it doesn't look too bad, I'll add some water and reheat it." 

    Jamie cringed and muttered, "Eeewww." 

    Helen said, "I keep a bit of screening over the pot. Be sure to put it back if you..." 

    A soft male voice from the entranceway said, "I have some instant coffee in my tent. I could heat up some water." 

    He walked into the shower area as Jamie jumped up and almost yelled, "You left me in there with that snake!" 

    Helen put a hand on Jamie's arm and Jamie, of course, allowed himself to be restrained. 

    The voice belonged to a rather slender nude guy about Cade's height who came to stand near the group and ask, "What was I supposed to do, Jamie? I went for help." 

    "Help was already there, Clark! You just ran! You left me!" Katherine snorted and said, "He did what you'd have done if you'd been the one by the door, Jamie. You two aren't exactly macho types, don't forget." As Jamie glared at Katherine, something in Helen's eyes let Cade see that she didn't particularly appreciate Katherine's words to Jamie, however true they may have been. 

    Clark looked at Cade, extended a hand, and said, "They told me you got the snake out of my tent. Thanks. I don't know what else to say. Snakes scare the hell out of me." 

    Shrugging, Cade shook his hand and said, "Hey, no biggie. I'm like that about sharks." 

    Chuckling, Clark said, "Well, if you find one in your tent, just call me and I'll come take care of it. Thanks again." 

    Angie seemed to be looking in her bath bag for something, but Cade saw her eyes travel over Clark's body and stop at his dick. Angie's gaze narrowed slightly, then moved to Jamie. She seemed to be trying to figure something out. 

    Cade didn't really have anything else to say to Clark and wasn't one to try to invent social chatter. Jamie simply stood glowering at Clark. Nobody else seemed to have anything to say, either, until Helen stood up and said, "Tomorrow will come early, as usual." Katherine also stood up and Angie seemed about to, but she stilled her motion and remained seated. 

    Nodding, Cade said, "See you tomorrow, then," and Helen curtly returned his nod before leaning to kiss his cheek and heading for the downhill trail. With a big, saccharine grin on her face, Katherine mimicked Helen's parting kiss with one of her own before trotting away to catch up with Helen. Cade noted that her naked trotting looked pretty delicious. Helen had stopped and was watching him watch Katherine. They shared a small smile as Katherine reached her, then the ladies headed downhill together. Jamie seemed in a quandary about what to do, staring after Helen and glancing at Clark. 

    "Jamie," said Cade. When Jamie looked at him, Cade said, "Helen and Katherine will want to do their own thing tonight and probably won't need or want company. Forget the snake and go with Clark." 

    When Jamie looked at him, Clark shrugged and produced a small, sheepish grin. 

    Looking back at Cade, Jamie asked, "How the hell can I forget about the snake?" 

    Shrugging, Cade sat down by Angie and said, "Okay, then, don't forget about it. If you sleep outside somewhere, maybe you'll see another one." Angie's snort of laughter made Jamie's gaze narrow. He puffed up a bit and glanced at Clark as he sighingly said, "Come on, then," and marched away toward the trail. 

    Clark grinningly said, "G'nite," and followed at a more leisurely pace. Jamie halted at the trail and turned to watch impatiently as Clark approached him. 

    Once they were out of sight beyond the board fence, another quiet snort of laughter escaped Angie. 

    As Cade looked at her, she said, "They can be so funny." Sighing, she asked, "What now? I'm ready to go to bed." 

    "By which definition?" 

    Responding with, "Huh?" she then rolled her eyes and sighed, "To sleep, of course. It's getting late and I have to run a booth tomorrow." Nodding, Cade said, "Ah. Yes. Sleep." Sighing, he said, "Well, that's a fine idea, but by the time we get back to the tent, I'm going to need you again." 

    Grinning, she asked, "You'll need me?" 

    Eyeing her body thoroughly, Cade said, "Yeah, I figure so. You'll be lying there all naked and wonderful and tasty-looking, and I'll be staring at you and thinking..." 

    "Do you know what time it is?" 

    "With you lying next to me and my raging hard-on demanding your body, do you think I'll care?" 

    Looking at his dick, she said, "It isn't raging that I can see." 

    "Well, it will be. It's just resting right now, that's all. Don't touch it, though, or it might wake up." 

    Smilingly biting her lip, Angie reached, then canceled the motion before her fingers reached him. 

    "That was a dare, lady. Go ahead." 

    Of course, it was already rising a bit in anticipation. Angie snickered, then giggled, then reached again and this time wrapped her hand around it. When it was fairly stiff, she fondled it and said, "Well, I guess I could stay up just a little while longer." 

    "We thank you for your kind indulgence, milady." Laughing, Angie stood up and kissed him, then took Cade's arm to lead him to the downhill trail. At Helen's tent, Cade checked the coffee pot and found a couple of inches of the stuff in the bottom. Helen and Katherine were in the tent, shuffling bedding around. 

    "Use the red cup," said Helen. "It should be clean." It wasn't. Even in the poor light, Cade could see residue in the bottom of the cup. "Nope. It isn't. I guess I'll skip coffee and open a dr pepper. See you tomorrow." 

    "'Night." 

    Angie and Cade were at the doorflaps of her tent before she asked, "Ed, am I missing something?" 

    Cade looked her over carefully and said, "Not that I can see, milady. Everything's where it ought to be." 

    "Cute. I mean, you... uh... Oh, damn. I'll just come out with it. Are you really going to try to... uh... sleep with Helen?" 

    Meeting her gaze, Cade tried to figure out where she was going with the question as he asked, "What answer are you looking for, Angie?" 

    "A 'yes' or a 'no'. Either will do." 

    "Will I end up sleeping in my car if I say 'yes'?" With a slight shake of her head, she said, "No. There's no point, after everything else we've done. I'm just curious." 

    He shrugged and gave her a little grin. "There's no point in lying to someone who's going to be two booths away for the next two days." After meeting his gaze for another moment, Angie turned to enter the tent and Cade followed, heading for the cooler and pulling out a two-liter dr pepper as he waited to hear what else she had on her mind. 

    "Want some?" he asked her. She looked at the bottle and shook her head. Cade opened the bottle and swigged as he watched her kneel and straighten out her sleeping bag. 

    Capping the bottle and putting it back in the cooler, he sat on the cooler and waited as Angie continued her efforts for what seemed like quite a while. Cade figured she had something on her mind and that sooner or later she'd finish puttering and either start a conversation or shelve the matter. Angie was an eyeful in any position, but on all fours as she seemingly tried to make the bag look as if it had been ironed absolutely flat, she was salaciously inspiring. 

    When she finally turned around in the narrow space between them, she found herself nose-to-tip with Cade's fully-erect spike and froze for a moment. Rocking back on her heels, she raised an eyebrow and asked, "Where did that come from?" 

    "Watching you fluff your pillow. It's all yours, milady." Glancing up at his face, she let a couple of moments pass, then appended, 

"For tonight, that is." 

    Cade said nothing and let his admiring gaze fall on her breasts, then on her lovely thighs. Angie shifted to rest her left hip on the edge of the foam sleeping pad and unfolded her legs as she rubbed her knees. Waving a hand to make Cade look away from her legs and at her face, she repeated, "Just for tonight. Does it have to be that way, Ed?" Meeting her gaze, Cade said, "I've been straight with you about everything since the day we met, Angie, and I won't bullshit you now just so I can nail you one last time before tomorrow. I'm not looking for a monogamous relationship." 

    "You had one with Monica, right up to the time she moved back to Virginia when her father..." 

    Interrupting her, Cade asked, "No, I didn't. Remember Debra, who was always with us when we came to the store? She moved to Virginia, too, about three months later. She had to sell her house first." Giving him an expression of disbelief that melted slowly into a peering sort of look, Angie skeptically asked, "Are you kidding me? Monica let you bring Debra into..." 

    "No, that's not quite how it was. I met Monica when I went to her house to fix her computer. When Debra came home, Monica took her out by the pool for a talk, then they invited me to lunch on Saturday. I wound up staying until Monday morning and became part of their world for two years." Her peering expression unabated, Angie simply sat looking at Cade for a few moments, then said, "And there were Selena and Diana. And Toni moved in with Selena when Diana moved out. That was the, uh... same kind of arrangement?" 

    Cade nodded. "Yup. It's been about twenty years since I had anything more than a short fling with one woman at a time, Angie." Her reply was instantaneous. "Why?" 

    He shrugged. "Why not? It can turn into a real melee in bed, and if I'm all used up for a while, the ladies entertain themselves. I just freshen drinks or bring snacks and rest up while they play." Pausing to retrieve the dr pepper from the cooler, he added, "Besides, one woman's a lot more trouble than two, and I don't mean that as any kind of a joke." 

    "Exactly how do you mean it, then?" 

    "Maintenances," said Cade, sipping from the bottle. "All I had to do was chip in on expenses that pertained to me and be a date when someone needed an escort. And help out around the house, like when we fixed Monica's fence or put in Debra's garden or hung new gutters. Everybody had their own lives and homes and all that, and we all liked things that way." 

    "But what about love, Ed? Was there any love?" 

    "Yeah, I'd say so. I damned near dropped everything to go with them, but I have too many commitments here. Can't just up and leave; it wouldn't be fair to a number of people, myself included. Here, I'm self-employed. There, I'd have had to find a job and rebuild my computer repair business from scratch." Seeming to find something to brush off her leg as she spoke, Angie asked, 

"So you didn't love them quite enough?" 

    With a sigh, Cade untied his sleeping bag and unrolled it next to hers, then answered, "Well, I'm still here." 

    Stretching out on his sleeping bag, Cade gestured to direct her attention to his softening dick and asked, "Could we have this discussion tomorrow, Angie? I'd really rather concentrate on you tonight." Angie eyed his dick for some moments as he studied her face and got the impression that the decision to continue playing might go either way. Her eyes moved up his body to his face after a while and her left hand reached for his dick. She said nothing as she fondled him back to hardness, then swung a leg over his and raised herself to a seated position above him. Lifting herself slightly, Angie tilted Cade's dick upward and nosed it into herself, then she eased herself down on it until it had disappeared completely within her. 

    Her expression --her eyes, mostly, their direct gaze meeting his throughout her mounting of him --and her silence --told him that she was simply taking what she wanted. As things progressed, that impression didn't change. Angie adjusted herself to make best use of his dick and began moving on him. 

    Cade eyed the long, beautiful curves of the muscles of Angie's thighs, then let his eyes rove up to her breasts as she posted silently on him for a time. 

    His hands caressed her thighs and followed his eyes upward until he gently cupped her breasts and thumbed her solid, swollen nipples, then he let his right hand fall to their joining and used his thumb on her magic nubbin. Angie finally said something, even if it was only a hissing grunt as his thumb made contact and rubbed gently. Her eyes closed and she stroked herself slowly and firmly on him for some time, allowing him almost to escape her, then swallowing him completely as their bodies came back together. 

    "Try leaning back a bit," said Cade. "There's a spot about..." Without opening her eyes, she interrupted with, "I know." Hm. No suggestions wanted. Okay. Cade contented himself with simply watching her work --and that's what it seemed to be, to a degree --as Angie continued stroking on him. 

    The tone of matters changed within moments, however, becoming somewhat more intense as she posted a bit more quickly and did, indeed, lean back slightly. 

    Some moments later, she came. It wasn't the crashing sort of climax she'd had by the shower fence; it was a growing rush of sensations that seemed to fill Angie and make her resort to short, quick motions to make the most of things while she was suspended in mid-stroke. 

    Her orgasm triggered Cade's, and her eyes flew open to stare into his as she realized he'd reached his summit, too. Without a word, she continued her short, almost frantic strokings until she let out a soft, hissing gasp and froze. 

    Cade grasped her hips and pulled Angie firmly down onto himself as he began to throbbingly gush into her, then further pulled her down to kiss her deeply. 

    Angie returned his kiss and somehow seemed to plant herself even more firmly onto him for a time. When their kiss ended, she sat up and stared down at their joining, then wiggled her hips and posted slightly, causing Cade to throbbingly pulse a last little bit into her. 

    Reaching for the roll of paper towels, Angie tore off a few and set the roll down, then lifted herself off Cade and quickly slipped a paper towel in place between her legs as she rolled onto her sleeping bag. 

    "That was nice," she said, "Very nice." Putting her arms behind her head and looking at Cade, she added, "It was also the last time we'll be doing this, I think." 

    After a moment, Cade said, "If you change your mind, don't be shy about letting me know." 

    "I haven't slammed any doors. I just don't think we'll be doing this again. Not for a while, anyway. I don't share, Ed." 

    Reaching for the dr pepper bottle, Cade said, "Understood. But you won't mind if I make a play for you in the morning on general principles, will you? 

Before sharing becomes an issue?" 

    Grinning, Angie asked, "A 'goodbye' fuck? Oh, who knows? I might even cooperate. We won't know until it happens." 

    Sipping from the bottle, Cade said, "Well, then, I'll just keep my hopes up, ma'am." 
Chapter Thirteen

    Sunshine streaming into his face woke Cade. He found himself lying on his side with an arm over Angie and a leg entwined between hers. The shadow from the neighboring tent hadn't moved far enough to uncover her yet. He had an armful of Angie and a hard-on; coffee could wait. Trailing his fingers from her knee to her hip, then up to her breast, Cade gently caressed her and kissed her shoulder that was a few inches from his nose. 

    "Angie," he whispered, "It's morning." Angie mumbled, "Wanna sleep," without opening her eyes and her arm fell to cover her breast. 

    Cade ran his hand over her hip and back down her thigh, enjoying the look and feel of her skin. 

    "You sure, ma'am? I have something for you. We could put the wall panels down and..." 

    She rolled over on her other side and muttered, "Had your 'something' last night. A lot. Now I wanna sleep." 

    On general principles, Cade prodded the backs of her legs gently with his dick, but she reached behind her and moved it so it rested flatly against her thighs. 

    "Be nice, dammit," she said. "Wanna sleep." As he disentangled his leg with a sigh and reached for the dr pepper bottle lying by his sleeping bag, a human shadow fell on the tent's doorflaps. Not tall. Skinny. 

    "Hi, Jamie," said Cade, opening the bottle and taking a sip of the warm soda. 

    Jamie stooped a bit to look into the tent, spotted Cade, and asked, "Oh, you're up?" 

    Without looking to see how Jamie would take his answer, Cade said, "Yeah, and I'm awake, too," and swigged some more dr pepper, swishing it around his teeth. 

    "So am I," Angie slurred. "Sort of. What time is it?" 

    "Eight-thirty," said Jamie. "Helen sent me because she didn't see you at your booth." 

    Angie's eyes flashed open. "Eight-thirty?!" She sat up and looked accusingly at Cade as she wailed, "Why did you let me sleep so late?! I have to open at nine!" 

    Cade ignored her outburst and simply eyed her body as she grabbed her bath kit and got to her feet. Great legs. Lovely breasts. No makeup needed; she looked fine without it. 

    "Well?" she snapped, "Are you coming?" Capping the soda bottle, Cade reached for his bath bag and Aladdin coffee mug and got to his feet as Angie unzipped the tent. When Jamie saw Cade's dick pointing at the door, his eyes got somewhat larger. It occurred to Cade that many others in the camp might react similarly. 

    "You go ahead," said Cade. "I'll wait until this goes down before I greet the public." Waving to get Jamie's attention off his dick, Cade said, "Hey, Jamie, make sure she gets to the showers in one piece, okay?" 

    "What? Oh." He almost sounded disappointed. Angie chuckled and said, "Come on, Jamie." 

    With a backward glance as he rounded the tent pegs, Jamie followed Angie toward the uphill trail. Cade sat on the cooler and swigged dr pepper as he watched people moving around outside the tent. 

    Two very nice-looking women making breakfast outside a nearby tent were nude, so Cade still had his hard-on a few moments later when Helen said, 

"Knock, knock." 

    "Hi, there," said Cade, swiveling to face the doorway. Helen was again wearing jeans cutoffs, but today she wore a white tee-shirt that said, 'Chain Bridge, Va.' and her hair was bound into a pony tail. 

    She stood a few feet from the door and studied him with a raised eyebrow as Cade studied her tall, solid form with open, lustful admiration. 

    "Wow! You look fantastic first thing in the morning, lady." Laughing, Helen asked, "Thank you. Angie left you hanging, huh? Oh, well, that's one of the pitfalls of having one of those." 

    Cade said, "I probably shouldn't leave the tent yet. I might scare the virgins or something." Shrugging, he added, "But I've been waiting for it to go down long enough, so if you have coffee on, I'll find my pants and get myself in gear." 

    Grinning, Helen said, "Coffee's ready when you are. I'm helping someone set up, so I'll see you later." 

    Watching her beautiful bare legs flash like gold in the morning sun as she headed back up the row of tents didn't help his situation at all. Cade took another sip of dr pepper and reached for his backpack to take out his jeans and shirt. 

    Another shadow rounded the corner of the tent and stopped in front of the zippered flaps. Cade looked up to find Katherine staring at his dick, which seemed to be getting a lot of attention this morning, if not much actual use. Katherine was naked, which definitely didn't help matters. His dick throbbed happily at her, as if waving hello to her. 

    Snickering, Katherine said, "Hi, Ed. I see you're up and moving this morning. Seen Helen around?" 

    Eyeing her glorious nakedness, Cade said, "Hi, Katherine. She was just here. Headed back toward her tent, I think." As an afterthought, he added, 

"How come she's wearing clothes and you aren't? Not that I mind, of course. I'm just curious." 

    Shrugging in a manner that made her boobs bounce nicely, Katherine said, 

"I don't burn as easily as she does. I also like running around naked. It seems to inspire people." 

    Glancing down, Cade replied, "Yeah, it sure seems to, doesn't it? I think you just like teasing people, ma'am." 

    Laughing, Katherine swept the tent flaps open and entered the tent, her eyes fixed on his dick. She knelt between his knees and laughed again before she placed her hands on his thighs and leaned down to take him into her mouth. Cade's startlement --his shock, really --was pretty much complete. He simply sat there dumbly and watched her wetly work on his dick with a rising sense of... well, gratitude, among other things. 

    After some moments of gently swallowing almost half of him with every plunge of her head, she began a furious action with her tongue around the crown of his dick and her right hand began stroking him rapidly near the base of it. 

    In a surprisingly short time, Cade came hard, bucking and spurting. Katherine's mouth retreated until her lips formed a tight 'o' around the head of his dick and captured his squirtings as her right hand continued to milk him. 

    When at last he had no more to give her, she sat up with a big grin, made a production of swallowing, and asked, "Do you still think I'm just teasing?" Hand over his heart, Cade said, "Oh, hell, no, ma'am! Not in the least! 

May I offer you a truly heartfelt 'thank you'?" 

    Katherine replied, "Sure! But save it for when it's your turn to do me. I'll expect great things from you." 

    Reaching for the warm dr pepper, she opened it and guzzled a good deal of it before she handed it to Cade and got to her feet, dusting off her knees. 

    "Well, gotta run," she said. "By the way, I prefer being called Kat." 

    "Kat," repeated Cade, nodding slightly. "Yes'm. Got it." Grinning as before, she snickered, "Hah! You ought to see the look on your face." 

    Giving him a little 'bye-bye' wave, she swept out of the tent as quickly as she'd entered it. Cade looked down at his dwindling stiffie. He felt as if he'd been involved in a kind of hit-and-run as he realized that no woman had ever gotten him off that quickly by any means. Damn! 

    He glanced around sharply as he also realized that they hadn't bothered to drop the tent walls. One of the women he'd been watching earlier was standing in front of a portable grill. Looking back at him, of course. She met his gaze and grinned, then bit her lip and snickered. Oh, well. At least she wasn't upset about having witnessed the incident. Hm. Since yesterday she'd allowed him to call her Katherine without correction, but all of a sudden he'd been promoted in some fashion and was now supposed to call her Kat. 

    Okay, he could understand that sort of thing. Some people got to know others a bit before letting them in. But what the hell had made her decide to give him a blowjob? That went somewhat beyond simply getting to know someone. Cade put on his pants, slipped his feet into his sneakers, and headed for the portapotties to relieve his second urgency of the morning. At the nearby sinks he brushed his teeth and combed his hair, then he returned to the tent. After rolling up his sleeping bag and tying it, he made sure he'd collected all his stuff before he hoisted his backpack and sleeping bag. Oops. His bath bag, sitting by the cooler. He snagged it with a finger and eased through the tent's opening with his baggage. 

    In front of Helen's booth, Helen and Kat were talking about something as he approached. Kat nodded, leaned to kiss Helen, and headed away toward the parking lot. 

    "Hi, there," said Helen. "Just drop your gear in the tent." She held the tent open for him as he entered and set his stuff down in a corner. When he turned around, she stood just outside the doorway, holding a plate containing a fried egg sandwich on rye bread and a few sticks of bacon. 

    "Have some breakfast. I saved this for you." Stepping out of the tent to take the plate, Cade said, "Thanks, Helen. It's so late I was going to skip breakfast." 

    "Shouldn't do that," she said grinningly, "Kat didn't. She told me she stopped by to see you right after I did." 

    Setting the plate on a chair so he could pour himself some coffee, Cade asked, "She told you what she did for me, huh?" Her chuckle turned into a short laugh as Helen said, "Yeah. After I smelled it on her breath when she kissed me. She said you seemed very grateful." 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am!" Cade said emphatically, "You bet I was. That damned thing had been stiff as a board for about fifteen minutes by then." Shaking his head, he added, "I can't believe how quickly she made me come, though. Nobody ever got me off that fast before." 

    Laughing softly, Helen stage whispered, "Kinda makes you wonder where she learned to do that, doesn't it?" 

    Cade shrugged. "A boyfriend or a husband. One of those home parties where women teach themselves with dildoes. If it's anything else, I may not want to know." 

    "Close enough," said Helen with a grin. "And, in case you were wondering, she's an ER nurse, not a hooker." 

    "Well, that is something of a relief, for sure. Now I'm only curious about what made her suddenly decide to go down on me this morning. And to tell me to call her Kat." 

    Meeting his gaze for a moment, Helen simply said, "We had a talk about you last night." Glancing at his sleeping bag and backpack, Helen asked, "When are you going back for your cooler?" 

    "Soon. I need to zip Angie's tent shut. My hands were full." Nodding, Helen leaned to kiss him, then led the way out of the tent and headed for her booth. Cade followed her through the fabric drop-panels and headed to the front as she went to her display table. 

    "Are you going to reopen today, after all?" he asked. 

    "No. Jamie might, though, if it doesn't rain." She looked up at the sky and shrugged. "And I think it will, at least a little." Cade nodded and headed for Angie's tent, noting that her booth was still closed, although he heard sounds of activity inside it. 

    Two women passed him, giggling like schoolgirls. One was the woman who'd seen Kat go down on him. A few people in tents near Angie's seemed amused to see him, too. 

    Oh, well. Word travels fast. He ducked into Angie's tent and put the dr pepper in the cooler, then lifted the cooler outside and zipped the tent shut. As he was about to lift the cooler again, Kat said, "I'll help you," and stepped over the tent ropes to grab the other handle. She was still very naked. 

    "Thanks," said Cade, as they lifted the cooler. "People are talking about us, you know. At least one of the girls in the green tent back there watched us." 

    With a grin and a shrug, Kat said, "Oh, well," and led the way out of the narrow opening between the tent ropes. They took the cooler to the nearest concrete platform with a faucet and drain and opened the cooler's drain plug. Only a couple of inches of ice remained and the club had an ice machine. Cade asked, "Want to come with me to get more ice? We could overfill this box and put some of it in Helen's cooler." 

    "Sure. Sounds good." 

    "In that case, I'll wash this one out while we're here." Using the short hose, Cade flushed the cooler and its contents, then they headed up the hill to the ice machine, but found it nearly empty. Phil, the groundskeeper, let them into the back room of the club's bar and grill and they filled the cooler, then started back down to Helen's tent. Once they were out of earshot of Phil, Kat asked, "How do you rate that kind of service, Ed? Why did that guy let us into the bar at nine in the morning?" 

    "His name is Phil," said Cade. "Remember all the brushfires around here last year? When I saw where they were on the news, I called to see if Andrew and Marge needed any help. I wound up sleeping on a cot in the main house for a week, along with a dozen other people who were available." Gesturing at the treeline beyond the parking area, he said, "That area used to be full of trees; that's how close the fire came to the buildings. A few other people and I took garden hoses on the roofs of the buildings and kept them --and each other --wet enough not to catch fire from falling cinders. It was kind of close for a while, but the wind changed and the fire department managed to get control of the situation." Kat grinned and said, "Well, if you've spent a week with people under those conditions, they probably don't mind doing you small favors now and then. Like filling your ice chest." 

    Grinning back, Cade said, "Yeah, that's about the size of it. We bulldozed a safety zone around the club, too. The county wouldn't let them bulldoze before the fire. Without tree removal permits, it would have cost them two hundred bucks per tree or more in fines. After the fire, Andrew let the insurance company see all the video footage Marge took while the fire was on their doorstep. The insurance company leaned on somebody, I guess, 'cause a blanket permit came through about a week later. We rented a bulldozer the next day." 

    "'We' rented a bulldozer? Do you own any of the club?" 

    "No. I just told them what I knew how to operate and they rented one." Bowing slightly, he added, "You're looking at the guy who created that parking lot, ma'am. And who cleared and smoothed out the club's access road after the firetrucks tore it all to hell and trees fell all over it." Looking at the parking lot, Kat said, "Looks as if you did it right, too. No big puddles and no big bumps. Fairly level." She gave him a fat smile and said, "But it's time to do that access road again. Coming in here, I thought we'd blow a tire." 

    "Sorry 'bout that," said Cade, as they neared Helen's tent, "It's not my problem now. The emergency's over and they'd have to get another permit." Helen was glad to see the extra ice, since her cooler had already survived a day and a night, as well. She took her cooler to rinse it out, then returned and scooped the ice from one cooler to the other. 

    "Well," said Cade, holding up his bath bag and towel, "I'm off to clean up for the day. Shave, shower. Like that." 

    "Hold on," said Helen. "We'll go with you." She snickered and said, "Kat needs to brush her teeth again, anyway. It seems she couldn't contain herself this morning and sucked some guy off in a tent." 

    Kat faked a pout and said, "So? You'd have brought him here and done him first if you hadn't been helping Kelly." 

    Laughing, Helen replied, "Oh, maybe so, but probably not anywhere near as well --or as quickly --as you. Ed says you got him off faster than anyone's ever done it before." 

    Looking at him, Kat asked, "Is that true?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Yup. In fact, blowjobs don't usually do it for me at all." He shrugged. "I get bored, I guess." Running his fingertips down the backs of both womens' arms, he added, "Not enough to do with my hands, y'know?" 

    Helen laughed and grabbed her bath bag and Kat's as Kat rubbed the goosebumps off her arms and said, "Well, you didn't seem too bored this morning." 

    Cade solemnly responded, "No, ma'am, I certainly wasn't. Your expertise was positively amazing." 

    As usual, Helen sort of led the way without actually forging ahead of the group. Beyond her nearly six-foot height and solidly-muscled form, she had a sort of command presence that required no uniform or insignias of rank; people seemed to make way for her without quite realizing that they did so. There were people in and around the showers, of course; Helen, Kat, and Cade showered in individual stalls. Partly to avoid a possible very public hard-on from spending too much time eyeing Helen and Kat, Cade hung a stainless steel mirror on the shower head and shaved using bar soap, a process which seemed to fascinate Kat. 

    "You don't use shaving cream?" she asked. 

    Running the Bic razor up his throat, against the grain of his beard stubble, Cade said, "Nope." He pointed his razor at his bar of Dial gold soap and added, "This stuff's slick enough." 

    She came over to him and softly rubbed her hand over his face for a moment, then nodded and went back to her shower. 

    Helen asked, "What do you use on your hair? I didn't see any hair cream in your bag." 

    He held up a little green travel bottle of Vaseline Intensive Care lotion. 

"This stuff." 

    Kat chuckled. "Hand lotion?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "It works. My hair stays put and doesn't look as if it's been greased or varnished. Besides; hair, skin, nails... they're all just variations of the same stuff." 

    "Yeah, but..." she paused, then shrugged. "Huh. You're right. Why not? Is there anything you want to do here today? Helen and I are going to the drum-making seminar." 

    "Except for working on Helen's website, I didn't have any specific plans for the day. I was just going to ride along with whatever you ladies wanted to do." 

    Grinning, Cade held up his left wrist, on which there hung a hollow plastic band with an orange paper insert. 

    "But first... This is only a Friday pass that someone official should already have noticed this morning. Now that I have a good reason --excuse me, two good reasons --to stay, I should probably go register for today and tomorrow before I try to do anything else around here." Both ladies continued washing for some moments before Helen asked, "I'm out of merchandise and there's a pool at my place. Do we really want to stay out here another night?" Looking at Kat, then Cade, she asked, "Is there anything either of you particularly want to see or do on Sunday?" Kat gave her a headshake and glanced at Cade. 

    "Not me," he said. "I only came out here to help Angie yesterday. We can leave anytime you want." 

    Helen appeared to think for another few moments, then said, "In that case... I have to talk to a few people about business. One of them won't be back until early this evening. If we haven't found a reason to stick around by then, I vote we cut things short out here." 

    "Seconded," said Cade, raising a hand. 

    "Motion carried," said Kat. "How long will it take to pack?" 

    "An hour, maybe," said Helen. "We'll put the stuff in my car and see if Jamie will need it to get home. If he does, I'll ride with one of you." 

    "Uhm," said Cade, "Just curious, milady, but does Jamie live with you?" Meeting his gaze past Kat, Helen asked, "Would it matter?" 

    "Well, not if he behaves himself around me. No passes, no hassles, and no resentment. That sort of thing." 

    "You're expecting problems with him?" 

    "Not expecting them, no. Just trying to make sure they don't happen at all." 

    "And if he did make a pass at you, how would you react?" 

    "Not violently, if that's a concern. I'd just like to make sure he understands ahead of time that..." 

    "He doesn't live with me," interrupted Helen, putting her soap away. "But if you feel that way about gay men, how do you feel about gay women?" Kat's eyes had been tracking back and forth between them; they now locked on Cade. 

    Cade said flatly, "I can thoroughly understand the urge to be with a woman. They're everything men aren't." 

    Helen's instant reply was, "Can you understand my urge to be with a man now and then?" 

    Sighing, Cade shrugged and said, "No, not really. I can only figure it's about like my urge to be with you. Only different." He put his own soap away and said, "Look, I don't believe there's anything inherently evil about being gay or partly gay or whatever, ladies. It's just the way some people are, like being another color or being a Republican or..." 

    Snickering, Helen asked, "A Republican...?" 

    "Sure. I don't know a whole lot about the subject, but from what I've seen and heard, being gay is likely a matter of being born that way for some people. For others, it seems to be a choice they make at some point." Kat asked, "Do you think being straight is a choice, too? Or are you one of those people who's straight because you're afraid to try anything else?" 

    "Don't play that bullshit with me, Kat. Once upon a time, I hadn't tried women, either, but I really, really wanted to. I loved the smell of them, the look of them, the feel of them, and just about everything else about them. They've always fascinated me." 

    As she opened her mouth to speak, he held up a hand and added, "But I've never felt that way about men, not even secretly, which I figure would likely be your next question. To me, most men look lumpy and hairy and a helluva lot of them smell kind of like fresh dogshit." 

    At that, both womens' eyes widened and some heavyset guy four stalls away turned halfway around to glare in a rather hostile manner at Cade. Kat turned away from him and grinningly bit her lip as she snickered softly. 

    "Sorry 'bout that," said Cade with a shrug. The guy held his glare for another moment, then turned his back on them. His very hairy back. Kat barely contained her laughter as she grabbed her stuff and left the showers. 

    Helen turned off her shower and came to stand by Cade as she thumbed at the guy and grinningly whispered, "Point taken. See you at the tent," then followed Kat. 

    He heard soft --but sharp --laughter just after they disappeared around the shower stall entrance. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Cade headed up to the registration booth by the gate after his shower. A short blonde he knew only as Kayla was behind the table, doing something on a clipboard. She looked somewhat strained; her legs were crossed tightly and her expression was rather intense as she scanned a chart. 

    "Hi, Kayla." 

    "Hi, Ed. How did things go yesterday at Angie's booth?" 

    "Got her all set up and sold stuff until she got there. No sweat. Mind if I ask you a personal question?" 

    She cocked her head and rather cautiously said, "No, I guess not. What is it?" 

    Leaning forward slightly, Cade asked quietly, "Do you need me to watch this booth for a few minutes?" 

    Sighing carefully, as if to avoid jarring anything loose, she said, 

"Can't. Staff people only." 

    "Call Richard. He'll clear it. The prices are on the chart and I can count change. No need to suffer, ma'am." 

    Kayla's automatic negative response was almost out when a visible shot of pain lanced through her, making her gasp. Her hand fell on her walkie-talkie and she keyed it to tersely say, "Richard, this is Kayla," through clenched teeth. 

    "Yes, Kayla?" came Richard's reply. 

    Sucking in a slow, careful breath, she said, "Can Ed Cade watch the booth for a few minutes? I'm not... feeling well." 

    "You're sick? Like Amber's sick? How bad is it?" Her stomach rumbled loudly as she said tightly, "Bad enough that I think I have to leave right now, Richard." 

    Richard's instant reply was, "Okay. Give Ed a staff bracelet and go ahead." 

    Kayla handed Cade the walkie-talkie and picked up one of the bright orange bracelets, but another loud rumble came from her gut and she nearly doubled over. 

    "Just go," said Cade, taking the bracelet from her. Still in her half-doubled position, Kayla nodded and half-stepped her way out of the booth to head for the porta-potties. 

    Keying the walkie-talkie, Cade said, "Richard. Any special instructions?" 

    "No. Just sign them in, take money, and all that. How sick is she?" 

    "Can't say, but she's got the runs at the very least." 

    "So have a few others this morning. Any questions about the booth?" 

    "Nope. If you're down by dealer's row, how about letting Helen of Helen's Emporium know where I am?" 

    "I'm not there, but I'm heading that direction shortly. Call if you need me." 

    "Will do. Over and out and like that." 

    Cade set the walkie-talkie down and put on the staff bracelet, then looked in the box behind the table. There was a spray bottle of that purple stuff they say cleans everything. It wasn't disinfectant, but it was better than nothing. 

    He used it on the walkie-talkie and his hands, then gave the table and chair a spray and wipe wherever it seemed likely that Kayla had touched them, then the cashbox, clipboard, and pen. Cleaning his hands again on general principles, he also swabbed the bracelet he wore. 

    By the time Kayla returned, Cade had signed in over a dozen new visitors. He'd marked his starting point on the sign-in sheet with a heavy line and prepared to draw another to mark the end of the names he'd registered, but he heard Kayla's stomach rumble again and glanced at her. 

    "Kayla, was that your first trip to the pot since the trouble started?" 

    "Huh?" Giving him an odd look, she said, "Uh, yes, it was." Nodding, Cade said, "I'll stick around a while, then, 'cause it won't be your last. You just sit there and relax a while." 

    She made a dismissive gesture and said, "I'm okay now." As he registered three people and issued them bracelets, Cade said, "Uh, huh. You'll think you're okay for about the next ten minutes, ma'am. Then you're gonna have to run for it again." 

    Concluding that batch of registrations, Cade turned to her and said, "Been there, done that, treated herds of people for it. Just sit back and take it easy for a few." 

    A thirtyish brunette named Rhiannon Somebodyorother --one of the second-string honchos of the event --saw Cade behind the table and hurried over from one of the tents, very obviously checking his bracelet as she approached. 

    With a sharp glance at Kayla, she snapped, "You aren't on the staff list, Ed." 

    "Well, good morning to you, too." He pointed at her walkie-talkie and said, "Call Richard. Kayla's got the trots this morning. Apparently some of the others have it, too." 

    She nodded in a very businesslike manner and replied, "At least four. We're trying to find out where it started." 

    Grinning, Cade leaned forward and confidentially said, "I'd bet just about anything it started with somebody's germs." 

    Kayla snickered, then immediately regretted having done so and quickly stood up to scoot out of the booth. 

    A small gaggle of people ambled up to the booth and Cade began signing them in as Rhiannon watched, her arms crossed and her eyes sharp. One of the group, a boy about five years old, stared at Rhiannon the whole time. 

    "Is that your girlfriend?" he asked Cade. 

    "Nah. My girlfriend's down there." He pointed at the first few tents of dealer's row. 

    As Cade put a bracelet on the kid's arm, the boy asked, "Is she your mother?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope. She's just trying to act like one today 'cause somebody put her in charge of some stuff. There you go. All fixed." 

    As he was led away, the kid continued to stare at Rhiannon and asked, "Are you sure she isn't your mother?" 

    Waving goodbye, Cade said, "Yeah, I'm pretty sure, but I'll check when I get home, okay?" 

    The kid said, "Okay," as his father or whomever laughingly pulled him along. 

    Turning to face Rhiannon, Cade asked, "Well, mom? Did I do everything right? Is it safe to leave me alone with all these magic bracelets, or do you want to take over the booth?" 

    Saying, "I have to finish my rounds. I'll check back with you later," she headed back to the tent she'd been visiting when she'd spotted him. Cade picked up the walkie-talkie and examined it. It had three channels and was set on channel two. He set it on channel one just as Helen and Kat came into view on the nearby shower trail. 

    Rhiannon entered the tent as Helen and Kat stopped by the booth. Cade raised a hand in greeting as well as to silence them and held up the silent walkie-talkie. Switching the channels from one to two, then to three, staying on each for a second or two, Cade and the ladies listened. After a few seconds, they heard a woman --Rhiannon --calling on channel three. 

    "Richard? Rhiannon." 

    "Yes, Rhiannon." 

    "Did you authorize anyone other than Kayla to be in the registration booth?" 

    "Yes. She's sick. Ed was there, so I told her to give him a bracelet. Is there a problem?" 

    Rhiannon's delay in answering him made him ask again, "Rhiannon, is there a problem?" 

    Still, she hesitated, then said, "No, I guess not." 

    "There either is or there isn't, Rhi. Which is it?" 

    "How well do you know him, Richard?" 

    "Well enough that I'm letting him handle money." Again Rhiannon was hesitant to speak, then she said, "He's the guy Lily was talking about this morning. The one who... uh... the one the woman... uh... in the tent by hers." 

    "Nobody complained, did they? Lily didn't. Neither did Rose. Unless someone does complain, we have enough problems, and it wouldn't have anything to do with what he's doing now, in any case. Where are you now?" 

    "Clarissa's tent." 

    "Good. Head over to the clubhouse and see if you can find Dan or Linda, then send one or both of them down to the circle to get the firepit ready." 

    "Okay." 

    Cade grinned and put the walkie-talkie back on channel two, then said, 

"Stand by, ladies. We're between her and the clubhouse." Flicking an eyebrow at Kat, he said, "We're famous. Or infamous, as it were. Funny how she seems to consider the incident my fault, huh?" 

    Shrugging, Kat looked innocently at Helen and said, "He made me do it, you know." 

    Helen grinningly rolled her eyes and said nothing. Rhiannon strode out of the tent, spotted the two women with Cade and momentarily froze, then continued her march toward them. 

    As she passed them on her way to the clubhouse, Kat gave her a little wave and a smile. Rhiannon's eyes narrowed. Kat then pretended to discover something at the corner of her mouth and dabbed at it with a finger. Rhiannon's gaze became something of a glare as she rather forcefully slapped the chain-link gate open and marched on. 

    Helen sighed and thumbed at Kat as she said to Cade, "She's not really with me, you know. She just sort of wandered here all by herself." Kat bumped her hip and laughed. "I just love to annoy the tight-asses of the world, that's all." Glancing after Rhiannon, she added, "And there goes one of the tightest." 

    Gesturing at the booth and table, Kat asked, "How'd you get roped into this, Ed?" 

    "Kayla's got the runs, so Richard okayed it. She'll be back in a minute." Her eyebrow went up. "Kayla? There's yet another woman in your life, now?" Shrugging, Cade said, "That's how it is when you're a chick magnet, ma'am." 

    Laughing as she looked past him, Helen asked, "Blonde? Five-five? In a blue tank top?" 

    Turning around, Cade said, "Yeah, that sounds about right, I think." Seeing Kayla on her way back to the booth, he said, "Yup, that's her." 

    "She doesn't look good at all, does she?" 

    "The runs'll do that to you." He pointed at the spray bottle and said, 

"I've been using that on everything." 

    As Cade turned to meet the small group approaching the table, Kat said, 

"Good for you. We don't need what she's got." 

    Kayla greeted everybody half-heartedly as she eased past the table and into the booth, then sat down. She looked rather pale and exhausted. 

    "You look like hell," said Kat. 

    With a small grin, Kayla said, "Thanks." 

    Taking money and issuing bracelets as people signed in, Cade said, "You could go lie down for a while." 

    "I'll be just as sick there as here." 

    "Yeah, but you wouldn't be in a position to share whatever you've got with everybody who gets a bracelet today." 

    He turned to face her, spraying a paper towel and using it on his hands before handing it to her and saying, "Richard can draft some extra staff people. I've seen him do it before." 

    Using the towel on her hands, Kayla nodded and said, "I'll call him in a minute." 

    "Call Rhiannon first if you have any doubts that Richard will want to cooperate. She'd love to see me gone. She'd make it her personal crusade to find replacements just to accomplish that little goal." Kayla's hands stopped moving as she looked up. 

    "Because of... uh... what happened this morning?" Sighing, Cade asked, "Does anybody not know about it?" Ignoring his question, Kayla looked at Helen and Kat as if wondering if one of them had been the woman in the tent. Kat, of course, couldn't let her be content to guess. She grinned and gave Kayla a little wave. Kayla's eyebrows went up a little. She eyed Kat's naked body, then she turned to Cade and said, "Rhiannon was pretty pissed when she heard about it." With a snorting chuckle, Cade said, "I think she's still kind of pissed." 

    "She talked to you about it?" 

    "No, not exactly. She just sort of slammed through that gate behind us when she saw these ladies standing by the booth. I figured this morning had something to do with it." 

    "Speak of the devil," said Kat, looking toward the gate at Rhiannon, who was approaching with two other women. 

    Stopping in front of the booth, Rhiannon said without preamble, "Kayla, you need to visit the first aid tent and get some rest. Ed, I've found some replacements for this booth." 

    Without replying to her, Cade raised the walkie-talkie and waved a greeting to a couple of new registrants as he said, "Richard. Ed at registration." 

    A woman's voice answered, "Yes, Ed? This is Brenda. Richard's busy at the moment." 

    "Hi, Brenda. Rhiannon just arrived with two replacements. She's sending Kayla to the aid tent and I'm about to turn the cashbox over to Rhiannon and company." 

    "What?! Wait a minute." 

    Rhiannon's walkie-talkie said, "Rhiannon?" 

    She answered it with, "Yes, Brenda." 

    "What are you doing, Rhiannon?" 

    Stiffening, she said, "I'm just relieving Kayla and Ed." 

    "Ed's only been there half an hour. Does he really look all that tired already?" 

    Kayla snorted a giggle, then an alarmed look filled her face and she quickly stood up and hurried toward the porta-potties. Cade noted that one of the women Rhiannon had brought had also seen the humor in Brenda's question and grinned. 

    "Brenda," said Rhiannon in a cool tone, "I'd rather have someone else greeting newcomers. Ed's... friends... are here. One of them is the woman from this morning." 

    "Is she wearing a sign that says 'I sucked Ed'?" As Rhiannon whisperingly shrieked, "What?!" the woman who'd grinned bit her lip and tried to contain a laugh. 

    "Rhiannon," said Brenda, "If Ed wants 'relieved', so be it. If he doesn't, bring one of your new volunteers down here to the circle and we'll put him or her to work." 

    Cade lifted his walkie-talkie and said, "I can stick around a while, Brenda. No problem." 

    "Great. Rhiannon, bring one of them down here." When Rhiannon didn't immediately answer her, Brenda said, "Rhiannon. Listen up. Leave one there to help Ed and bring the other one down here now. Understood?" 

    Simmering, Rhiannon replied, "We'll be down in a few minutes." 

    "Great. Ed?" 

    "Yes, Brenda." 

    "You pick the one to help you at the booth." Without asking why, Cade said, "Will do." 

    "Is there anything else, people?" 

    Cade said, "Don't think so, milady." 

    "No," said Rhiannon. 

    "Okay, then. Rhiannon, don't forget to put your walkie-talkie back on three. Later, everybody." 

    Ignoring Rhiannon, Cade immediately turned to the shorter, heftier of the two volunteers and asked her, "Would you have any problems about working with me?" 

    She glanced at the other volunteer, then shook her head and shruggingly said, "I guess not." 

    "Great," he said, gesturing her to join him behind the table, "I'll show you what we're doing." 

    As the volunteer moved past him, Cade looked at Rhiannon and said, "We'll make sure Kayla gets to the aid tent." 

    Rhiannon glowered at him for a moment, then spun and walked away, gesturing for the other volunteer to accompany her. The woman shrugged and made a little goodbye wave, then followed Rhiannon toward the downhill trail. After introducing the woman --Marcie, by her nametag --to Helen and Kat, and to how things were to be done in the booth, Cade watched her handle a few registrations on her own, then said, "Back in a few. Restroom and coffee. You want anything?" 

    She shook her head and asked, "Did that really happen? What they said happened this morning, I mean?" 

    Cade said, "Yeah. Why?" 

    Marcie said, "Just curious," and glanced at Helen and Kat, then said to Kat, "I think it was you in the tent." 

    Doing her best to appear shocked, Kat thumbed at Helen and asked, "Me? Why me? Why not her?" 

    Snickering, Marcie said, "I just think so, that's all. Maybe it's because you're up here naked and she isn't." 

    Lowering her eyes, Kat said softly, "He forced me to do it." Marcie laughed out loud and Helen joined her in laughter. 

    "What...?" wailed a grinning Kat, "It could happen!" 

    "No, it couldn't," said Marcie. "Not with this guy, I don't think. He wouldn't force a woman to do anything." 

    Trying to remember how many fingers were involved in a Boy Scout salute, Cade smilingly held up what seemed the right number and Kat laughed, "Oh, spare me, please." 

    Helen asked, "How did you draw a conclusion like that after only just meeting him, Marcie?" 

    "The way he handled Rhiannon. She squared off in front of him expecting an argument --probably even hoping he'd start one --and he didn't argue with her. He never even spoke to her directly until it was time for her to leave, and even then he wasn't snotty or anything like that." She shrugged and said, "Most men I've known would have been right in her face about it. I think that's what she wanted, too; an excuse to make a complaint about him." 

    The ladies all looked at Cade for a moment, then Cade said, "Well, as I said, see you in a few. Restroom. Coffee. Hold the fort and don't get in a hurry when you're counting change." 

    With that, he headed for the porta-potties. When he came out, the ladies were still yakking and laughing. Cade washed up at one of the open sinks and headed past the registration booth en route to the clubhouse. Conversation stopped and the ladies were all smiles as he passed them, which meant they'd either been talking about him or wanted him to think so. Oh, well. At least everybody was getting along well enough. In the clubhouse he looked behind the main lunch counter and found three cans of spray disinfectant. He stuck one under his arm and headed back to the booth with four coffees in small foam cups between his splayed fingers. Helen and Kat each took a coffee, but Marcie said she didn't drink the stuff. That was fine with Cade; he set the other two coffees out of the way and began spraying and wiping the cashbox, clipboard, pen, walkie-talkie, and anything else likely to have been touched by Kayla. 

    He then sprayed his hands and Marcie's and asked, "Did Kayla come back?" as they dried their hands. 

    "Yes," said Marcie, "But I sent her to the aid tent." Kat asked, "Don't you think you're being a little paranoid?" When Cade looked at her, she indicated the disinfectant. 

    "I've had something like what Kayla has," he said, "And I don't want it again, particularly this weekend. This stuff is the best insurance I could find, so I'm using it." 

    Looking around once, he added, "That seems to be about everything, so I'm off again. I'll be right back." 

    "Where to this time?" asked Helen. 

    "The car. I can bring the lappie up here and recheck your pages between customers. By the time we're ready to leave tonight, the site will be ready to send up." 

    "I thought it was already ready." 

    "I'm going to rig up payment links for your stuff using my own links. Once they're all in place, all I'll have to do is open all the pages at once and do a global search and replace on the email addresses to make them yours." Kat cocked her head and said, "He sure does make it sound simple, doesn't he?" 

    Helen chuckled as Cade asked, "Kat, how long would it take me to learn to do what you do every day? Two years? Three? But I'll bet you make your job look simple when you do it." 

    Leaning to kiss him, Kat bubbled, "Oh, you're such a nice man. I'm so glad I sucked your dick this morning." 

    Cade noted that her eyes shifted to Marcie as she spoke. She must have achieved the shock value she'd hoped for; Kat's eyes glittered with glee and she bit her lip slightly as she grinned at him. 

    Helen shook her head and lightly smacked Kat on the arm as she said, "You could get some lurid tattoos or painful-looking piercings, you know. Then you wouldn't have to work so hard all the time at shocking people." Making a pout, Kat said, "It's fun. You should try it." 

    "Can't," said Helen. "Ed and I are just the audience. We aren't allowed on stage." Lightly kissing Cade, she said, "Guess we'll be on our way for now. When you get loose, look for us around the pool." 

    Nodding, Cade gave her a little salute and said, "Yes'm. Pool. Got it." Turning to Marcie, he said, "Back in a few," and headed for the parking lot to get his laptop. 
Chapter Fifteen

    Just before noon, Cade set up a batch-mode search and replace action for the email addresses on all of Helen's pages and gave the little file a clickable icon of its own on his screen, then shut down the computer. As he disconnected the mouse and power supply, Marcie asked, "You're finished? Already?" 

    "Yup. I need a phone line for the rest. We'll get her some web space and sign her up to take credit cards, then I'll run that batch file and send the finished pages up." 

    "How long will that take?" 

    "Maybe half an hour." Putting the computer stuff in his backpack and stashing it in the shade under a spare tablecloth in the back of the booth, he said, "I'll be right back. Gotta visit the pool to see what my schedule is." He found Helen and Kat at a table under an umbrella by the pool. The ladies were talking to a middle-aged guy who had a checkbook open and was preparing to write. 

    When Helen saw Cade coming, he waved and detoured to kill a few minutes at the snack bar's menu window while she concluded her business. The guy handed Helen the check and Cade headed their way as Helen said, 

"Ed! This is Thomas. He just bought everything I had left and we're going to help him move it." 

    Extending a hand, Thomas said, "I'm about to go make some room for it." Shaking hands with Thomas, Cade asked, "Need any help?" Helen nodded. "Actually, yes. The quicker we can get it done, the quicker we can be out of here." She turned to Thomas and said, "Something came up this morning. We have to go take care of it." 

    From the other side of Thomas, Kat grinned at Cade as Thomas nodded and wished them good luck with it, then turned to leave. 

    "I'll call Richard for a replacement," said Cade. Pointing past Cade, Helen said, "Save your dime. We already told him we'd need you." 

    Cade turned to see Richard approaching around the pool with a guy he'd seen earlier on a cleanup crew. At the walkway to the gate, Richard spoke to the guy for a moment, then let him go. 

    Waving as he approached us, Richard said, "Thanks for helping out today, Ed. You can take off anytime you want." Gesturing after the guy passing through the gate, he added, "Carl's your replacement." They thanked Richard and chatted a few moments, then headed down the hill to start packing. After helping Thomas move the merchandise he'd bought to his booth, they began disassembling Helen's booth. 

    Jamie appeared as they were preparing to haul tables and booth parts to Helen's car. He pitched in to help and happily announced that he'd be staying for the rest of the event. 

    Helen asked, "Want me to leave the car?" 

    "I won't need it," said Jamie. "Clark's friend Terry lives in Lecanto. They'll drop me off Sunday night." 

    Another couple of trips had Helen's tent and camping gear aboard her car. Cade put his backpack and sleeping bag in the trunk of his car as Jamie made his farewells and headed for the swimming pool with a wave at Cade. Helen and Kat had changed into cutoff jeans shorts. Helen's t-shirt was the same one she'd worn earlier, but Kat wore a low-cut red tank top that looked as if it might have been painted onto her and had put on a polished stone pendant that hung directly between her ample breasts. Pointing at the pendant, Cade asked, "Conversation piece?" Grinning, Kat answered, "Something like that." Looking at the small backpack she carried, Cade asked, "Need anything taken to your car?" 

    She shook her head. "Already done. I came here with friends. One of them will take care of my stuff." 

    As they left the restaurant after lunch, Helen mentioned that she needed to make a stop on the way home, but that it wouldn't be out of the way. She also handed Cade one of her store business cards with her home address and phone number on the back, saying, "In case we get separated on the road." Cade noddingly took the card and said, "Thanks, milady. I'll do my best not to get lost along the way." 

    When the toll road ended just north of Brooksville, Helen continued north a few miles, then took a side road and followed it several more miles until she turned into a driveway between two long sections of white fencing. The sign by the gate advertised a ranch that boarded horses. 

    Close to a mile of limerock driveway rolled by before they parked between a white house and a barn that was attached to stables. Half a dozen horses and cattle on the other side of the pasture fence noted their arrival. In the corral by the barn, one grey horse stepped out of the shade beside a water trough to approach the fence and whinny as Helen got out of her car. Cade parked near her and also got out. 

    "That's Harrison," said Helen, thumbing at the grey horse. "I don't see Whirlwind or Fuzzy Butt yet." 

    Kat snickered, "Fuzzy Butt?" 

    "He was named by his previous owner. She moved up to show horses with fancier names." 

    Wrenching up two fat handfuls of grass from the parking area, she headed toward Harrison. Cade wiped sweat from his face with his hands, then also grabbed a couple of handfuls of grass and followed Helen to the fence. Kat shrugged and grabbed some grass, too, then caught up with Cade, who stopped a few feet from Helen as she fed her grass to Harrison. An appaloosa and a white horse with a yellow mane and tail came trotting out of the barn and bee-lined for the fence. Cade wordlessly handed his grass to Helen and went back for more, again wiping sweat before reaching for grass. When he returned to the fence with a hefty bundle of grass, he and Helen doled it out to the horses as Kat watched. 

    "They're bigger than I expected, I guess," said Kat. Helen looked at her in surprise and asked, "Is this the first time you've ever met horses nose-to-nose?" 

    "Well, I've met ponies, but..." Kat's eyes took in the white horse --the biggest of the three --and she finished, "These are a heck of a lot bigger than ponies." 

    Nodding with a grin, Helen agreed, "Yes, they are. Whirlwind --the appaloosa --is almost sixteen hands. Fuzzy Butt is over sixteen." 

    "Hands?" asked Kat. 

    Sharing some grass with Whirlwind, Helen said, "That's how horses are measured. Hands." 

    Glancing at Cade, she said, "Ed, you're pretty quiet over there. Do you know anything much about horses?" 

    Cade didn't take his eyes off Fuzzy Butt's grab for the grass as he said, 

"Oh, a little, yeah." 

    "Do you ride?" 

    Nodding, he replied, "It's been a few years, but I could probably manage to stay aboard a horse." 

    A fiftyish brunette woman wearing a blue jean skirt and an oversized blue work shirt came out of the barn and waved at them as she approached. After greetings, she said, "Sorry, I was busy," then she turned to Helen with, "I didn't get to mix the feeds yesterday. Had to take David back to Gainesville." 

    "No problem, Louise," said Helen, thumbing at Kat and Cade, "I brought a couple of volunteers." 

    Louise looked at Kat and flatly said, "This one isn't a rider." Looking at Cade, she added, "But this one looks like he knows something about horses." Her cell phone chirped and she took it out of her pocket to check the number. 

    "It's Lenny," she said. "I gotta go pick him up at the vet's." She made her goodbyes and headed for the house. 

    "Lenny's her husband," Helen said as she fed the last of her grass to all three horses and patted them. 

    "Volunteers for what?" asked Kat. 

    "Mixing feed," said Cade. "Adding vitamins and maybe antibiotics to regular feed and rebagging it." 

    "Just vitamins," said Helen, heading for the barn. Cade was pleasantly surprised when they got to the grain bins. A small electric cement mixer stood in one corner of the room. Cool. No pouring the feed into a big washtub and stirring, then having to dish it back into bags. Helen went to a storeroom and came back with small bags of vitamin mix, then she and Cade carried several big feed bags to the mixer. Retrieving a big blue plastic drum on a wheeled dolly, Helen said, 

"This'll hold four bags of mixed. I'll get a razor knife." Flicking open his belt knife, Cade said, "We have a knife," and shouldered up the first bag as he sliced the stitching to let the feed empty into the mixer. 

    Taking the knife, Helen opened a mix bag and added its contents to the feed, then opened another one and handed the knife back to Cade after he'd shouldered another big bag. 

    Kat quietly asked, "Where the hell did that come from?" Helen and Cade both looked at her, expecting to see something new or unusual in the room, but Kat simply pointed at Cade's knife. He opened the feed bag with it and handed it to Helen, then said, "It's been on my belt all along. When I was wearing a belt, that is." Opening another bag of vitamin mix, Helen said, "I noticed it yesterday, Kat. A lot of people carry pocket knives." 

    "I don't. You don't. And that's not a 'pocket' knife." Shrugging, Helen said, "I've seen bigger ones. I usually have a knife on my belt, but I'm not dressed for it today." 

    Cade remembered the oversized man's shirt she'd been wearing when he'd first seen her. She could have concealed a small cannon under that tent. Folding the knife shut, Helen flicked it open as Cade had and admiringly said, "Smooth action! How'd you get it that way?" As she closed it and flicked it open again, Cade said, "I knocked the

'new' out of it by wedging a jeweler's file under the lock and working the blade back and forth a few times." 

    Handing Cade his knife, she grinningly asked, "Still got that file? I have a Gerber that could use that treatment." 

    He put the knife in its sheath as he said, "Yup. Still have it. In fact, I think it's in the blue toolbox in the car." 

    Helen tilted the mixer and Cade held a wide-mouthed pouring guide as they filled three blue barrels and rolled them into a small storeroom across from stalls in which all three horses were already waiting. 

    Each horse was given a bucket of mixed feed, then Helen went into the tack room, returned with two steel curry combs and asked, "Any takers?" Cade took one of the combs and asked, "Do any of them bite or kick?" 

    "Whirlwind might try to nip you. You're a stranger." 

    "What about Harrison or Fuzzy Butt?" 

    Helen grinned at him and replied, "No problems. They like being groomed. Either one'll be fine." 

    "Why are you grinning at me, ma'am?" 

    "You remembered their names." 

    Nodding, Cade let himself into Harrison's stall as Helen offered to show Kat how to groom a horse. Kat seemed to have some trepidation, but she took the curry comb and followed Helen into Fuzzy Butt's stall. Harrison paused his munching and looked at Cade for a few moments. Cade patted him and let him sniff the comb as he waited for the horse's decision. After another moment, Harrison stuck his nose back in the feed bin and Cade started to work, well aware of Helen's watchful gaze. 

    When he'd finished one side and combed out Harrison's mane and tail, Cade kept a hand on the horse as he walked around behind him, then set to work on the other side. 

    Harrison again eyed Cade briefly, but apparently liked Cade's touch with the curry; when Cade started combing his neck, Harrison lifted his head and turned it so Cade could reach under his jowls. While his head was up, Cade slipped under and recombed the other side of the horse's neck. Helen chuckled and said, "Ed, Harrison seems to think you'd probably have a great career as a stablehand." 

    "I'll add his recommendation to my resume. How are things coming along over there?" 

    "One down, one to go. I'm about to start on Whirlwind." 

    "I'll come help you." Patting Harrison, Cade said, "There you go, kid. All fixed," and let himself out of the stall. 

    Whirlwind eyed Cade rather skeptically as he entered the stall. Cade let him see and sniff the curry comb and waited as he'd waited with Harrison. Whirlwind sniffed his shirt, as well, then looked at Helen, who said, "He's okay, Whirlwind." 

    Leaning on the top of the stall door, Kat said, "Just curious; are you going to expect me to ride one of these?" 

    Shrugging, Helen said, "Ed and I can exercise them." She turned to face Kat and added, "I was going to put you on Fuzzy Butt. He's as gentle as they come and he seemed to like you." 

    After a glance at Fuzzy Butt, Kat's gaze narrowed and she asked, "Could you be saying that just to get me on him?" 

    "If there's any horse in the world for a first-timer, he's that horse. Do you think I want my insurance to go up?" 

    Some fifteen minutes later Helen declared the curry job done and she and Cade left the stall. Stopping directly in front of Kat, Helen met her gaze for a moment, then asked, "Well? Are you going to trust me a little and try Fuzzy Butt?" 

    Cade moved past them to the tack room. In it were three western-style saddles and several bridles, only two of which had bits. The rest were bitless hackamores, which are essentially just halters with reins. 

    "Kat," he said, holding up one of the hackamores, "These aren't used on rowdy horses." 

    When Kat and Helen looked his way, he held up a bridle with a bit and said, "These are, and I'm pretty sure this belongs to Whirlwind." Kat looked at Helen, who nodded. After another glance at the bridles, Kat nodded slightly and said, "Okay. I'll try it." 

    Hanging the bitted bridle on the peg for Whirlwind's stall, Cade said to Helen, "I'll let you do the honors, ma'am. I like my fingers just the way they are." 

    Helen grinned and took the bridle into Whirlwind's stall as Cade headed for Fuzzy Butt's stall. Fuzzy Butt offered no argument as Cade slipped the bridle on him, then loosely tied the reins to the stall hitch and went back to the tack room for a saddle and blanket. 

    He shouldered the saddle and started for the door as Helen asked, "Will I have to check your work?" 

    As he put the blanket on Fuzzy Butt, Cade said, "No, but I'll go take a leak so I won't have to see you check it anyway." 

    Kat snickered. Helen laughed softly. Cade cinched the saddle on Fuzzy Butt, patted him, and headed for the restrooms at the end of the stable row. He heard Kat snicker again and whisper, "I thought he was kidding." 

    "Guess not," Helen replied. 

    A noise ahead made Cade peek into another feed bin. He saw a female barn cat intently trying to get between a couple of bags of feed. When Cade stepped into the room, the startled cat backed well away from him, splitting its attention between Cade and the feed bags. 

    Cade closed the door to the bin, which seemed to make the cat even more nervous. Moving to the feed bags, Cade pulled the first one in the upright stack aside and got a glimpse of what was either a very large mouse or a somewhat small rat that scurried further back in the stack. Studying matters a bit, Cade simply rearranged the feed bags one by one to form a narrow aisleway between two rows, then began scuffing around the main stack. The rat --oh, yes, it was definitely a rat --crossed the aisleway at high speed, effectively trapping itself in the corner. 

    The cat dove into the aisleway after it and Cade quickly blocked the end of the aisle with a folding table. When Cade shook the bags blocking the corner, the rat tried to zip past the cat and failed. 

    When the noisy cat-rat struggle ended, Cade moved the table and started for the door just as Helen opened it and glanced around. She saw Cade standing to one side of the feed bags and the cat pinning a rat half as big as itself to the floor. 

    "I wondered why the hell you came in here," said Helen. 

    "We've been hunting," said Cade. "I rearranged things and beat the bush for her. She got the bad guy." 

    "So I see. Good work, both of you." 

    Kat appeared behind Helen and her eyes got kind of big when she saw the rat. All the attention and extra company was beginning to make the cat nervous; she began to make defensive noises. 

    Heading for the door again, Cade said, "Well, kitty, we'll see you later," and eased past Kat to the stable corridor. Helen and Kat also left the feed bin and backed away from the door to give the cat an opportunity to leave with its prize. 

    The cat dragged the rat to the door, looked around cautiously, and then tried to sling the rat over its shoulders in the same manner the big cats do with antelopes. 

    Rats aren't built like antelopes, so it didn't work too well, but the cat persevered and half-carried, half-dragged her conquest toward the front of the stables, where she took it into another room near the office. 

    "Damn," Kat said quietly, "That was a big rat, wasn't it?" Helen agreed as she headed back to Whirlwind's stall. Cade continued on his way to the restroom without saying that he'd seen much larger rats in various parts of the world. 

    On his way back, he stopped in the office for a cup of coffee and picked up a few packs of artificial sweetener, then stepped outside to grab a fat handful of grass by the building. 

    Wiping the grass on his arms to dampen it with sweat, he sprinkled a pack of sweetener on it and headed for the stalls. All three horses reacted as if their best friend in the world had arrived, very eagerly accepting portions of the grass. 

    "What the hell...?" muttered Helen, watching Whirlwind try to jam his nose sideways between the stall boards to get to the grass. 

    Kat laughed, "Jeez, they really like him all of a sudden, don't they?" With an expression so thoughtful as to border suspicion, Helen came over to examine what was left of the grass Cade was doling out in small bunches. Handing her a small bundle, Cade said, "Here. Take a sniff, then give it to Whirlwind while I give some to these two." 

    Helen sniffed the grass and recognized the odor of sweetener. Her eyes got big and she grinned at Cade. 

    "Instant friends, huh?" 

    "You got it, milady." 

    "Got what?" asked Kat. 

    Holding the grass up, Helen said, "Smell it." Kat did so, then laughed shortly and said, "That's cheating!" 

    "Nope," replied Cade. "Not at all. These horses now know I like them enough to do something special for them. They'll likely return the sentiment and we'll get along just fine." 

    When the grass was gone, he took a hackamore and a cinching saddle blanket from the tack room and put them on Harrison. Leading the horse out of the stall into the corral, Cade patted Harrison a few times, then heaved himself up and onto Harrison's back and patted him some more as he talked to him. Unfamiliar with being ridden without a saddle, Harrison seemed a bit nervous at first, but Cade's words, his tone, and his pattings settled the horse quickly. 

    At only a slight urging, the horse began moving forward and Cade rode him around the corral a few times, turning left and right to let Harrison get a feel for Cade's saddleless guidance signals. 

    Returning them to the shade of the stable, Cade hopped down and opened another packet of sweetener into his left palm, then let Harrison lick it clean as he complimented the horse for being so cooperative. Kat laughingly said, "He sounds like he's talking to a two-year-old over there." 

    "More like four," said Helen. "They're smarter than most people realize. Are we ready to go yet?" 

    Sighing, Kat said, "Yeah, I guess so. Let's do it." 
Chapter Sixteen

    Cade held the horses' reins as Helen demonstrated to Kat how to mount a horse. Kat put her left foot in the stirrup, grabbed the saddlehorn, and managed without too much difficulty to end up sitting on top of Fuzzy Butt. After handing the ladies their reins, Cade again heaved himself up and onto Harrison's back and patted his neck. 

    Kat asked, "Are you sure you don't want a saddle?" 

    "We'll do fine," said Cade, again patting Harrison. "We're just going for a ride, not roping cattle." 

    He sidled the horse up next to the gate and slipped the latch loop, followed the ladies through, and relatched the gate. As they set out on the trail that followed the fence, Harrison craned his neck to look back at Cade several times, which made Helen chuckle. 

    "He's still not quite sure about things," she said. "I don't think anyone's ever ridden him without a saddle before." 

    Harrison looked around at Cade again as if to emphasize her words and Cade patted him and said, "Everything's okay, Harry. Business as usual, and all that." 

    Looking admiringly at the ladies, Cade said, "You two look pretty good on horses. Wish I had a camera." 

    "Maybe next time out," said Helen. "We're going to keep today's ride short. Kat and I are wearing cutoffs, and a little bit of bare skin on saddle leather goes a long way." 

    Grinning, Cade asked, "Did I happen to mention that I was a medic? I can help with things like that." 

    Helen laughed, "Oh, I'm sure." 

    After half an hour or so of walking, trotting, and galloping, Helen headed them toward a corral with three 55-gallon drums and said, "Follow me," then led them around and between the drums at varying speeds for a few minutes. Fuzzy Butt knew the course and followed Whirlwind easily as Kat breathlessly made all the usual new-rider noises and clung to her saddle. Cade followed Kat and kept a safe distance in case she ended up on the ground. When Fuzzy Butt circled a barrel tightly and almost launched himself toward the next one, Kat couldn't compensate and wound up hanging well to the left of her saddle. 

    Cade urged Harrison into a gallop and came alongside Kat to one-handedly help her back upright in her saddle. Helen canceled her circling of another barrel and drew alongside on Kat's right. 

    Looking past Kat at Cade, she said, "Good catch," then she asked Kat, 

"Want to try that turn again?" 

    Glancing at Helen as if she were out of her mind, Kat started to say something, then seemed to notice that neither of the others was particularly upset about what had happened. 

    Helen asked, "Ever ride a bicycle, Kat? It's about the same thing. We'll let Ed go first this time. Watch how he leans with the horse during the turns." 

    She nodded at Cade and he set forth at a light gallop, tightly circling each barrel once and returning. Kat eyed him as he approached, then looked at Helen. 

    "He makes it look easy." 

    "That's because it is easy," replied Helen. "Just lean enough to stay in line with the horse. Ready?" 

    With another glance at Cade --a sharp one --Kat nodded. Helen grinningly led the way toward the first barrel and Kat followed. Helen and Whirlwind moved as one as they circled the barrel and headed for the next one. Fuzzy Butt, apparently aware that there was a problem, circled the barrel rather widely at an easy gallop as Kat clutched the saddle horn and tried to lean into the turn. 

    This time things went fairly well; Kat didn't take the turn at right angles to the horse. Fuzzy Butt braked gently as he approached the second barrel and circled it as widely as the first, then headed for the third barrel. 

    By this time Kat was grinning and yelling happily, although both her hands were on the saddlehorn and the joined reins had fallen to the horse's neck. Her happy whoop turned somewhat high-pitched as Fuzzy Butt picked up speed in the straightaway back to the starting point and Kat rather belatedly grabbed at the reins, but by that time Fuzzy Butt was slowing down to join the others. 

    Out of breath and apparently ecstatically excited, Kat simply sat breathing hard and trembling as Fuzzy Butt exchanged greeting snuffles with Harrison. 

    "I think they're talking about you," said Cade, indicating the two nose-to-nose horses. 

    Harrison snorted and Helen laughingly said, "Yeah, it looks as if Fuzzy Butt knows how to tell a story." 

    She led them back to the stable and they unsaddled the horses, then brushed them with bristle brushes and took off the bridles to let the horses go. 

    After a quick check of the tack room and some socializing with the horses, Helen called it a day and they headed for the restrooms to clean up a bit before leaving. 

    On the way, Helen reached to grip Kat's shoulder. Kat looked at her and Helen grinned. Neither woman spoke. Cade finished first; he sat in the office sipping coffee and playing with a couple of barn kittens. Helen walked in and laughed as one of the kittens intrepidly climbed Cade's pantsleg. Cade disengaged the kitten and lifted it to his lap. 

    "Where's his mama?" asked Helen. 

    "Under the desk. She's not much into people, I guess." 

    "But she's letting her babies play with you." Stroking the kitten, Cade said, "Yup." 

    Walking over to pet the kitten, Helen leaned to peek under the desk at the mama cat, who peered impassively back at her around the desk drawers. Cade felt another presence some distance behind him. Kat? Or the woman who ran the stables? He didn't look to see who it was; she'd either come in or not. 

    Still looking at the cat, Helen said, "Kat said she couldn't believe it when you jumped onto Harrison without a saddle." 

    "Hm. Did you tell her it wasn't that big a deal?" 

    "Oh, hell, no. Of course not. I could see she was scared, and you showed her there was nothing to be afraid of, whether you meant to or not." 

    "Make it 'not'. I've never liked saddles." Cade snorted a chuckle and added, "If a horse is going to try to buck you, saddles don't help much. Your butt'll be slammed onto a hard surface and the saddlehorn will try to tear your ribs out." 

    Touching her middle, Helen said, "Yeah, I know. A horse I used to own liked to rear up at times." She looked at Cade and asked, "Would you rather have used an English saddle? I have one in the tack room." 

    "Saw it. No thanks. They're a waste of leather." In the reflection of a small picture frame on the desk, Cade saw that the presence in the corridor was Kat. 

    The tiny kitten on his lap decided to pounce on the other kitten and prepared to leap. He caught it in mid-leap and placed it on the floor with a ruffling motion that made it scamper away, then return in attack mode, prancing on its toes and puffing up aggressively. 

    Cade let it attack and subdue his hand, then patted it and stood up as he said, "Poor little Kat's been waiting in the hall for an invitation to join us." Turning to face the doorway, he asked unnecessarily loudly, "Think we ought to let her in?" 

    Kat peeled herself off the outside wall and entered the room as she grinningly said, "I thought you two might want some time to talk about me, but here you are just messing with kittens." 

    "Disappointed, ma'am?" 

    She laughed, "Well, maybe just a little, I guess. How'd you know I was out there?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "Just did." 

    Giving him a fisheye look, Kat turned to Helen and said, "Three horses and you're boarding them in a place like this. I can't believe you make that kind of money selling trinkets to witches. What do you think, Ed?" He let her statement hang in the air for a moment as he met Helen's gaze, then rather flatly said, "I think her finances are none of my business." When Kat glanced sharply at him, Cade said, "We all have indulgences. Take mine, for instance; I have a hang glider strapped to the rafters in my garage. The damned thing cost twice what I paid for my car. It also costs me a few bucks to get towed to up to three thousand feet on good weekends, but there's no way around that in Florida. Could be Helen's like that about her horses. They just cost whatthehellever they cost." 

    Looking at Helen, he asked, "Is that how it is?" She nodded slightly as she answered, "That's it exactly." Kat looked Cade up and down once and asked skeptically, "A hang glider? 

Really?" She looked at Helen and asked, "Do you believe that?" Helen's response was a terse, "Why shouldn't I?" and Kat's eyebrows went up a little further. 

    "I think it's something we could call him on," said Kat. "If we demand to see it, he'll have to show it in order to stay part of our little group." After a slight pause, Helen said, "I don't think he's the kind to bullshit people much." 

    Turning her attention to Cade, Helen asked, "So where do you fly something like that?" 

    "There are two air parks near Orlando; one near the intersection of 50 and 33 and one near 27 and I-4. There's another one about an hour north from here, too, but Orlando's easier for me to get to from Spring Hill." 

    "North from here?" Kat almost snapped. "Where?" 

    "Dunnellon. Graybird Airsports. Want the number?" Kat's gaze narrowed slightly as she said, "Yeah. Sure." 

    "Then look it up. Like I said, Orlando's easier for me." Helen snickered, then laughed softly. Kat turned her tight gaze on Helen and incredulously asked, "You really believe this guy has a hang glider in his garage?" 

    Tapping her shoulder, Cade asked, "'Scuse the hell out of me, ma'am, but why shouldn't she believe it?" 

    Rounding on him, Kat said, "Well, I don't." 

    "Why not? It's just another expensive hobby." Crossing her arms, Kat snapped, "I just don't. I don't have to explain why. I'd bet money you're bullshitting us." 

    Cade felt a nearby presence other than Helen's or Kat's as he reached in his pocket and pulled out his money clip, then pulled a fifty loose and set it on the desk. 

    "Well, ma'am, since you just put my credibility in question and won't say why, I've got fifty bucks that says that if we go to my place, we'll find a hang glider in my garage." 

    With a glance at Helen, Kat said, "Huh. Spring Hill's half an hour each way. My time's worth more than that." 

    Pulling off another fifty and placing it atop the first bill, Cade asked, 

"Yeah? Fine. How many nurses make a hundred an hour here in Florida?" Helen muttered, "Or lose that much in dumb bets?" Her soft words made Kat glance at her, then back at Cade, who plucked the kitten off his pantsleg again and parked his rump on the edge of the desk as he petted the little cat and said, "Just lay your money down. Helen can hold it for us." 

    Moving to pick up Cade's money and hand it to him, Helen said, "Don't do it, Kat. He isn't kidding around." 

    "Let her figure that out for herself," said Cade, not taking the money. 

"She thinks I'm bullshitting her." 

    Exasperatedly, Helen asked, "So? Why does it matter?" 

    "She just turned it into a challenge. She didn't have to, but she did. Let it play out." 

    A woman's voice from the corridor said, "A bet like that's called a

'learning experience'." 

    Helen turned sharply and Kat nearly jumped out of her skin as she swiveled to face the doorway. 

    Louise strode into the room, patted the kitten in Cade's hands as she rounded her desk, and said, "I've seen his kind before. Not too often, but once in a while." 

    "What's that supposed to mean?" asked Kat. 

    "It means you'd be a damned fool to take that bet, that's what it means." Chuckling softly as she sat down, she added, "But you go right ahead if you've a mind to." 

    As Helen bit her lip and softly snickered, Kat narrowly asked Louise, "Do you know this guy?" 

    Giving Kat a 'you poor, stupid little girl' sort of look, Louise grinned slightly as she said, "Never met him before in my life, but like I said, I've met his kind." 

    "His kind?" 

    Nodding, Louise said, "Oh, yeah. His kind. If he tells you something, it's either true or he damned well believes it is, and he doesn't believe in much of anything he can't put his hands on some way or other." Glancing at Cade, she asked, "Isn't that about right?" Nodding as he ruffled the kitten's chin, Cade said, "I guess that about covers it." 

    Kat looked at Louise for a moment, then muttered, "I don't fucking believe this," as her left hand slipped into her pocket. 

    Her motion stilled as Louise said, "Wait a minute. This is too easy to pass up." 

    Louise reached into her top left desk drawer and pulled out a fifty as she said, "If the bet's open, I'll add this to his." Slapping her fifty on top of his, she looked at Cade and added, "And I want to see your glider. I've never seen one up close before." Cade nodded. "Okay." 

    Kat had frozen in mid-reach for her pocket. She appeared to be reconsidering the matter. 

    In the manner of baby animals that suddenly run out of steam, the kitten Cade was holding was getting drowsy, having trouble keeping its eyes open as its head bobbled gently. 

    Leaning down to put it near its mother under the desk, Cade petted it as its mother checked it for wear and tear. 

    "Are you friendly, too, mama?" he asked, extending his reach to rub her chin. 

    She allowed him some moments of that and even turned her head slightly so his fingers would find a spot she liked. 

    "That's Esmeralda," said Louise. "She's not usually that friendly with anyone but me or Lenny." 

    "A cat would pretty much have to be brain damaged not to spot me as an easy mark right away." 

    He glanced up and quickly added, "But that doesn't mean I want one of the kittens. My three adult cats wouldn't be too thrilled with that idea." Cade judged it to be about time for Helen to say something else about ending the bet. She sighed and did just that. 

    "Kat," she said softly, touching Kat's arm, "I'd really rather you didn't take the bet." Glancing at Cade, she said, "And really I wish you hadn't made it, Ed." 

    Picking up the three fifties, Cade handed Louise's bill back to her and put his two back in his money clip, then sipped the coffee he'd started earlier. 

    "Done," he said. "Bet withdrawn." Louise put her fifty away and said, "I go to Tampa once a month or so. If I swing through Spring Hill the next time I'm going south, will you show me your glider?" 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Sure," and gave her one of his Abintra Press business cards as he took a card from the holder on the desk and put it in his shirt pocket. "Call ahead, though." 

    He sipped his coffee again as he looked at Helen and Kat. A fairly awkward moment appeared to be developing. Cade decided to let it continue developing and turned his attention to the mama cat, who'd collected her kittens and was washing one as they nursed. 

    When Helen said his name, he looked up to see Kat leaving the room as Helen said, "We'll be back in a minute." 

    Nodding, he watched Helen turn and leave, his attention on her fabulous legs until she disappeared around the doorway. From the corridor he heard a door close. 

    "So what now?" asked Louise, leaning back in her chair, "You think there's any chance they aren't talking about you?" 

    Looking at her, Cade shrugged and chuckled, "Doubtful. I figure Helen's either going to tell Kat to cool it around me or she's decided to let me go for the weekend, if not altogether." Sitting up, he added, "In which case they're probably discussing how to get rid of me as painlessly as possible." 

    "You don't think she might be thinking about letting that other girl go, instead of you?" 

    "Maybe, but I wouldn't count on that at all." Tapping her pen on the desk, Louise quietly asked, "What are you going to do if they decide to... uh, let you go?" 

    Cade grinned at her and said, "I'll thank Helen for her company since yesterday, then head back to Land 'O Lakes and party away the rest of the weekend with some friends." 

    "That's it? You won't have anything else to say about it?" With another shrug, Cade said, "It wouldn't help to argue. I've had a good time with her. No hard feelings necessary." 

    Louise met his gaze for a few moments, then nodded. 

    "'No hard feelings necessary.' I like that." Refilling his cup at the coffee pot, Cade sat in a chair beside the desk, scooting outward a bit so he could reach down and ruffle the mama cat's ears and face. She again made access to her chin easy for his fingertips. 

    "She likes you," said Louise. "She usually parks behind the file cabinets when there are people around." 

    "I like cats," said Cade. "They usually know it." Some moments passed in silence as he sipped coffee and looked around the room. He heard a noisy faucet turn and water ran on the other side of the wall, then one of the women said something that was muffled by the wall. Louise opened a folder and studied its contents for a few moments before the phone rang. She was in the midst of a conversation with someone at a lumber yard when Helen and Kat came back into the room. 

    Something was wrong; Louise told some guy named Frank that Wednesday wouldn't do and that she'd specified Tuesday on the order for good reason. Her glance at Helen seemed meaningful and Helen seemed particularly attentive to the conversation as it continued. 

    As Frank apparently continued to argue for a Wednesday delivery, Louise glanced up at Helen again. This time Cade watched Helen's reflection in the small picture frame rather than following Louise's gaze. 

    Helen shook her head slightly, but firmly, as she moved to stand by the coffee pot. 

    "Frank," said Louise, "You can deliver on Tuesday. You can even deliver on Monday or Thursday, but not on Wednesday, and that's the end of it. We'll try to work with you at times like these, but you'll either do it on our timetable or not at all." 

    Cade faintly heard Frank ask, "You're saying you'd cancel?" Louise sighed heavily and glanced at Helen again as she answered, "Don't make me say it, Frank. You know we're busy as hell on Wednesdays. If you can't meet our needs, we'll have to go with someone who can. Monday, Tuesday, or Thursday. But not Wednesday." 

    After a moment's pause, Frank answered, "Thursday. It's the best I can do, Louise." 

    "It's good enough, Frank. See you then." 

    When she'd hung up the phone, Louise made a note on a calendar pad, then shook her head as if in disgust. 

    "He knows better," she said. "This is the third time he --or his brother

--has tried to pull this on us." 

    Looking at Cade, she grinningly asked, "You want to pick up a few bucks on Thursday?" 

    "Your order was mostly for one by fours. That means you're going to be working on stalls and fences, right?" 

    "Right. Well, stalls mostly. We're going to build some new shelves in the tack rooms, too, and we'd like to get the whole job done in one day." Cade glanced at Helen. Her expression seemed impassive, although her eyes flicked to Louise, then back to Cade. 

    He asked, "What do you think, Helen?" 

    Somewhat startled, she asked, "You're asking me?" Chuckling, he said, "Yeah, I'm asking you. Yes or no? I figure there must be someone else she could hire for a day, so I'm leaving it up to you." 

    "Why?" 

    "It feels right." 

    Her eyebrow went up. "Do you need the money?" Sipping his coffee, Cade said, "No, but I was thinking about trading the work for some time on a horse now and then." 

    Helen looked at Louise for a moment, then back at Cade and asked, 

"Harrison?" 

    "Or Fuzzy Butt. Or whoever else is available." In a flat, firm tone, Louise said, "Not Whirlwind." Nodding, Cade said, "Okay." 

    After a moment of thought, Helen shrugged and said, "Sure. Can't see why not." 

    Turning to Louise, Cade said, "Thursday it is," and she nodded in return as she said, "We'll start around nine." 
Chapter Seventeen

    Kat had said nothing since returning to the office. She'd followed Helen into the room and stood by the door, leaning on the wall with her arms and ankles crossed and generally eyeing Cade with only a few flicking glances at the others. 

    He wouldn't have called her expression a glare, really. While it was somewhat intense, it didn't seem to convey anger as much as an unspoken sense of purpose. 

    Cade eyed her from her ankles up, and although he found her lovely bare legs rather stirring, he wondered if her company would ultimately be worth the aggravation. Kat's expression seemed to mirror his feelings. Helen broke their brief staring match by looking at the wall clock and saying, "It's almost five. I think we're ready to go." With apparently real surprise, Kat also looked at the clock, then checked her watch. 

    "Time flies, doesn't it?" commented Louise, standing up and taking a bank bag out of her desk. 

    She hooked her right thumb in her belt under her shirt and flipped the bag in her left hand once as she said, "And so will I after I drop this in the safe." 

    Kneeling without turning her back to the group --and barely taking her eyes off them --Louise dropped the bag in her left hand to the concrete floor and used that same hand to lift a metal panel, then to spin the dial on a floor safe. 

    A few moments later she dropped the bag in the safe --still using her left hand --and closed the lid, spun the dial again, and flipped the panel closed. 

    Cade wondered why they'd been treated to such a show; he could think of no good reason for her not having waited for them to leave to make the two-minute money drop. 

    As Louise stood up, Cade noted that he hadn't seen her right hand from the moment she'd flipped the bag. He also hadn't seen any telltale signs of a gun under her shirt, and she hadn't walked or moved as if she were armed. She breezed past everybody with a, "See y'all later," and headed for the door, her right hand still out of sight. 

    "Louise," said Cade. When Louise stopped in the doorway and faced him, he said, "You might have some kind of gun hidden under that shirt, but with your build it would have to be a very small one; maybe a derringer." Louise gave him a little grin and asked, "You're so sure about that?" 

    "People wearing belt holsters carry themselves a little differently." Standing up to toss his empty coffee cup in the trash, Cade said, "I'm sure enough to suggest that if there's any reason to pretend, that's reason enough to carry something big enough to put someone down." 

    Producing a tiny silver object, Louise held it up and said, "It's a .22

magnum. Five rounds." 

    Cade nodded. "Yeah, I've seen 'em. Only about an inch of barrel. Single action, so you have to cock it for every shot. Lots of noise, but no real power. That won't scare some people." 

    Her grin got a bit bigger. "Nobody wants to get shot with any kind of gun." 

    "True, but I've dealt with people who'd take a chance against that when they wouldn't argue at all with a .357." 

    Louise's eyebrow went up as she said, "A .357 would cost five hundred. Or more." 

    Shaking his head, Cade said, "Nope. A used Taurus 85 stainless revolver would cost about two hundred. Or less. You could fire cheap .38 rounds at targets and load it with .357 hollowpoint mags for the office." 

    "Something like that would have a lot of kick." 

    "You can pick up a saddle and move a bale of hay, ma'am. Don't sweat the kick, just get used to it." 

    She grinningly nodded. "Okay, I'll look for one the next time I happen to be in a gun shop. What was it again?" 

    "A Taurus 85. Or something similar. Go with stainless." Nodding, Louise repeated, "Taurus 85. Stainless Got it. Thanks." Glancing around at Helen and Kat, she said, "Goodbye again, all," and continued toward the house. 

    As they left the office to head for the parking lot, Kat asked, "Isn't she going to lock up the office?" 

    "No," said Helen. "Somebody may need something." Giving her an odd look, Kat laughed shortly and said, "Louise and us are the only ones here." 

    "Nope," said Cade, before Helen could reply. "There are at least two other people here." 

    Stopping in her tracks, Kat eyed him for a moment, then snapped, "Okay, Einstein. Just how the hell did you arrive at that conclusion? We've been here half the afternoon and I haven't seen anybody else." Looking around, she added, "And there are only three cars here, and two of them are ours." Helen had stopped briefly to give Kat a fisheye sort of look, then continued walking toward the cars. Cade had also stopped, but he decided that Helen had the right idea and followed her. 

    "Hey!" yelled Kat, "I wanna know..!" 

    "Then ask me nicely," Cade said over his shoulder. Kat's expression turned angry and she stalked quickly along to catch up to them. 

    "Just tell me," she said tersely. 

    Glancing at her, Cade said, "There were hay bales and a pallet of feed just inside the barn doorway when we got here." Pointing at the front of the barn, he said, "The outside loft doors were open. Now everything's gone and the loft doors are closed. It takes two people to load, hoist, and stack." 

    "That doesn't mean they're here now. If the work's done, they could have gone home." 

    Cade thumbed over his shoulder. "Could be, ma'am. The other end of the barn is an apartment above a garage." 

    Kat turned to look at the end of the stable as Cade angled away toward his car. As he opened the driver's door, she aimed an irritated look at him, then walked to Helen's car, opened the door, and got in. 

    Helen looked at Cade over the roof of her car. He felt she had something on her mind, possibly something awkward. 

    "Helen," he said, "Is that website for you or Jamie?" Her eyes got a little bigger for a moment, then she canted her head slightly and said rather flatly, "Both of us, but Jamie, really. He's been dying to have one." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "Thought so." 

    "Does it matter?" 

    "Nope. It's done. All it needs is a place on the net." Walking around the car, she asked, "Then why did you ask me about it?" Waiting until she was standing near him, Cade said, "I wanted to talk with you quietly about something else." 

    "And what would that be?" 

    Cade met her gaze for a moment, then said, "Kat seems a bit less fond of me than she was this morning. If you'd rather I leave after the website's up, no problem. I can get back with you --just you --later if you'd like." Helen ran her fingers along the chrome strip on the door of Cade's car as she asked, "She bugs you that much, huh?" 

    She didn't look up as Cade answered, "I'm just trying to avoid potential hassles." 

    "Are you going to make me choose between you?" Shaking his head, Cade said, "No. I'm just offering to get out of the way this weekend." 

    Looking up, Helen met his gaze firmly and asked, "That's the same thing, isn't it?" 

    "No. If you'd rather I stick around, I will." Leaning against him, Helen pressed Cade back against his car and kissed him. It was a solid, lingering kiss that lasted for some moments before she pulled back a bit and again looked into his eyes. 

    "Yeah," she said softly, smiling at him. "Stick around." Something about her eyes held his, and Helen's... will?... seemed to flow from her into him with an intensity that almost made her words a command. Forcing his eyes to move, Cade glanced at Kat, who was watching them intently, her face a mask of quizzical irritation. 

    He said, "I think somebody's getting pissed." Helen saw Kat's reflection in Cade's left rear window and then grinned at him as she said, "She'll survive. So will you, if you make an effort at it." 

    "Ah, gee, lady..." he said dubiously, "'Life was so rich and love seemed such fun, when I was a lad of just twenty-one...'" 

    With a short, sharp laugh, Helen completed the verse, "'But now, as I sort my emotional rubble, I wonder if love is worth all of the trouble.' That's not exactly mainstream poetry, Ed." 

    He shrugged. "Guess I'm not all that mainstream, then." Capturing his face between her hands, Helen grinningly kissed him again and said softly, "Saddle up. Let's go." 

    Without waiting for his response, she turned to go to her car. Kat's rather narrow gaze followed her as far as the front of the car, then switched back to Cade, who pretended not to notice her look as he got in his car and fed the CD player. 

    After almost fifteen minutes of driving on secondary roads, a six-foot tall earthen berm began on the north side of the road. Cade couldn't see the end of it, but a gap appeared in the distance and Helen's car shortly turned into a gated driveway that divided the berm. 

    She slowed as the gates rolled open for her and drove through when the opening was barely wide enough for her car, then pulled over and stopped. Leaning slightly out of her window, she waved at Cade to follow quickly. He did so, gunning the Olds through the opening as the gates began to roll back together. Cade couldn't help noting that while the gates looked fairly sturdy, they wouldn't stand a chance of stopping his car. Looking around, Cade saw only orange trees; rows upon rows of them, stretching into the distance in all directions. Another driveway intersected the one they were on about fifty yards ahead. As soon as he was clear of the gates, Helen got underway and turned right on the intersecting driveway. About half a mile later, they crested a low hill and a small white house came in to view on the north side of the road. A double-wide garage door swung up as Helen turned onto the curved concrete driveway that led to the front door of the house. She pulled her car into the garage and parked, then got out to stand next to it as Cade pulled his car in beside hers. As Cade got out of his car, Kat got out of Helen's and took a long look around before she asked, "Does anybody actually live here?" 

    "I do," said Helen. 

    Cade knew why Kat had felt the need to ask. He'd noticed only a single lawn tool in the garage --a rake --and a push broom leaned in a corner. The garage was otherwise rather starkly bare of any signs of use. Against the wall between the cars stood a tall cabinet. Without asking, Kat went over to it and opened it. Inside were an assortment of new-looking gardening tools, all neatly suspended from racks along the interior walls. Kat asked, "Did you just move in or something?" Glancing at Helen, Cade saw her shake her head slightly as she said, "No, I've lived here for about two years," and headed for a door that led into the house. "Come on." 

    Helen swatted a wall switch and quickly tapped a six-digit code into a keypad by the door. Cade silently repeated the sequence of numbers to himself four times to lock them in. 

    A sharp snap sounded and Helen opened the house door as the garage door began to lower. Kat followed her in. Cade slung his backpack over his left shoulder and entered the house behind her. 

    After ushering them into the kitchen, Helen turned to a keypad on the wall by the garage door and tapped in the same code as before. On the pad, a red blinking light went off and a steady green light came on. Grinning, Kat asked, "Does that light mean we're safe now, or that we're locked in?" 

    Returning her grin, Helen said, "Both. If a house door or window opens, the red light comes on. If nobody enters the right code within thirty seconds, an alarm goes off." 

    "House door? What about the garage?" 

    "Different system," said Cade. "I didn't see a side door, so the only ways into the garage are the remote or an external control panel. Didn't see it, but there must be one." 

    Lifting an eyebrow, Kat said, "But if someone could force the garage door up and get in, they could just cut through the house door. Couldn't they?" Shaking her head, Helen said, "They'd cut wires in the door. The alarm would go off." 

    Looking at the kitchen window, Kat said, "A window, then. They could break the glass out of a window and climb in." 

    Again shaking her head, Helen said, "Take a close look at one of the windows. Near the edge. It looks like a car's windshield antenna, but it's thinner." 

    Kat didn't bother to go to a window as she said, "So if the glass breaks, the wire breaks, and the alarm goes off. Why all the security, Helen? Is it really that dangerous way out here?" 

    Helen gave her a fisheye look and said, "It's nice and quiet and private out here, but you damned well take precautions. This place was broken into four times in the three years before I moved in. We get more road traffic than you'd think." 

    She pointed out the kitchen window and said, "People drop off dogs and cats when they aren't cute anymore. Usually just beyond the gate." Sighing, she added, "My traps get about two every week." 

    "Traps?!" 

    Giving Kat a wry grin, Helen said, "Cages, Kat. They get a meal or two before the Humane Society comes for them." 

    Cade was still considering Helen's words about break-ins as Helen led them into the living room. A black cat with gold eyes occupied a sofa chair and cast a calm, studious look at them. 

    "That's Daphne," said Helen. "Chloe's..." A Siamese emerged from behind the chair and hurried over to Helen, yelling all the way. Helen took a moment to greet and pick up the cat, then turned to Cade. 

    "Chloe's no challenge. Once you've been introduced, she'll probably want a lap." Thumbing at Daphne, she added, "But Daphne takes her time about getting to know people." 

    Chloe accepted additional pattings from Kat and Cade, then found something extremely interesting about Cade and began yelling in his direction as she struggled to get free. 

    Helen handed him the cat and Cade went to sit on the couch, where Chloe continued to clamor and prance back and forth across Cade's lap as he petted her. 

    "Look at her!" muttered Kat. "It's like he's some kind of a celebrity." With a short laugh, Helen said, "Sure looks that way." Glancing at Helen, Kat asked, "Why's she acting like that?" Shrugging, Helen went to the sofa chair to perch on the arm as she patted Daphne and said, "Damned if I know." 

    Apparently Daphne shared Kat's curiosity. She got up and hopped to the floor, sauntered over to sniff Cade's shoe and pants leg, then sat down and watched Chloe. 

    One of Daphne's ears flipped back and she looked rather thoughtful for a time, then she jumped onto the couch next to Cade and sniffed him some more, avoiding collisions with Chloe, who stopped nose-to-nose with Daphne and sounded off loudly in her Siamese voice before continuing to prance under Cade's hands. 

    When Cade said, "Hello, Daphne," her right ear flipped back again and she regarded him very skeptically for a few moments. Still looking dubious as hell, she hopped up to the back of the couch and cautiously sniffed Cade's hair. 

    She sat down and again seemed to consider matters for a time, then stretched out near Cade's neck in a position that allowed her to see everybody at once. 

    Cade reached up to pet Daphne and scuffle her chin and Daphne stretched so he could do a proper job of it as Chloe complained loudly about Cade dividing his attention. 

    Helen stared in apparent amazement as she said softly, "Well, I'll be damned. I may have to sue you for alienation of affection, Ed." Renewing his attentions to Chloe, Cade said, "It may be a bit soon to call your lawyer, ma'am. Cats can be fickle." 

    At his remark, Kat glanced away from studying a painting on the north wall and eyed the tableau on the couch for some moments with what appeared to be fairly total ambivalence. 

    "I could use a cold drink," she said as she headed for the fridge, 

"Anybody else want one?" 

    "A can of tea would be good," said Helen. 

    "Same for me, thanks," said Cade, studying Helen's backside and legs. She turned and saw his admiring gaze. Smiling slightly, she affected a pose of sorts and asked, "Well? Tired of me yet?" Laughing, Cade said, "Oh, hell, no, ma'am. Not a chance. I did just figure out who you remind me of, though. Remember a band called 'Heart', back in the eighties?" 

    Nodding, she replied, "Sure. I even have their 'Greatest Hits' album around here somewhere." 

    "Something about you reminds me of the big blonde. Which sister was she? 

Ann or Nancy?" 

    "Nancy, I think." 

    Kat returned with three cans of tea and studied Helen for a moment as she passed them out, then said, "She does kind of look like her, doesn't she?" Making a wry face, Helen said, "So would a lot of other tall blondes, if that's all you're going by." 

    "Nope," said Cade with a grin, "The structure, too. You have a really great structure, lady. But better than hers, I think. More solid. Trimmer." Looking skeptical, Helen grunted, "Uh, huh." 

    "I think he's right," said Kat. "You're what she'd have been if she'd worked out." 

    Helen gave Kat an equally skeptical glance. Pulling up the tab on her tea can, she asked if anyone wanted to clean up before going to dinner. Grinning, Kat said, "Oh, how cute! She's trying to change the subject. Are we going to let her do that, Ed?" 

    "Sure. It's almost six and I'm getting hungry." 

    "Well," said Helen, "If you can shake off your new little friends for a few minutes, come with me." Gesturing to Kat, she added, "You, too." Cade gently disengaged from Chloe's incessant prancing and patted both cats after standing up, then he turned to face Helen to casually salute and say, "Ready, ma'am." 

    Helen led them to one of three bedrooms and issued them towels, then opened the closet and said, "If you'd like to go to someplace a bit fancier than a buffet restaurant, see if anything in here fits you." As Chloe circled Cade's ankles, Kat checked the size tags on a blouse and a dress and said, "Close enough. Who belongs to these clothes, Helen?" With a glance at both of them, Helen said, "Friends who used to rent this house. I saved the best and donated the rest." With a short, soft sigh, she added, "I don't want to discuss them, please. Ed, see if one of the suits will fit you." 

    Cade checked the nearest suit jacket's label. 

    "The jacket's fine. Don't know about the pants." 

    "Dennis had a thirty-four inch waist. You'll need a belt." She reached to the back wall of the closet and handed Cade a leather belt, then said, "I'm going to go get ready," and left them to their own devices. Kat nudged Cade's arm and whispered, "You think they're just gone, or maybe dead?" 

    Shrugging, Cade said, "No idea. Which suit do you like?" 

    "It wouldn't bother you to wear a dead man's clothes?" 

    "Nope. And I'm not assuming they're dead." 

    "Well, why else would they leave all this stuff?" 

    "Maybe we'll find out. In the meantime, which suit?" She eyed him for a moment, then reached for a dark teal herringbone jacket and held it up against him. 

    "This one, I think." 

    "Okay. How about a tie?" 

    "A tie, huh? Will I have to dress you, too?" With a small grin, Cade said, "That I can manage, I think," and leaned to check shoe sizes as she riffled through ties. 

    "The shoes are too small," he said, "They're nine and a halfs. I wear an eleven. How would this outfit look with gray suede cowboy boots? I have a pair in the car." 

    Looking hard at the suit for a moment, Kat asked, "Are they clean? If they are, they'd probably work. Sort of." 

    She riffled the ties again and exchanged the one he was holding for a dark gray one, then picked out a dark blue shirt and said, "Try those," as she laid them on the bed. 

    As Kat looked through the dresses, she said, "I'd have been just as happy going to a steakhouse. Do you think Helen planned all this for some reason?" Looking up from a drawer full of socks, Cade said, "I'd bet Helen rarely does anything without a plan. You want the shower first?" Kat seemed to consider the offer for a moment, then said, "You go ahead. I still have to pick out something to wear." 
Chapter Eighteen

    Cade closed the bathroom door, set his backpack down, and glanced around. A pink disposable razor hung on a rack in the shower, but he didn't fancy using a razor that might already have shaved a woman's legs a few times. He checked the drawers in the sink cabinet for a fresh razor and found an old double-edged razor in a leather case, but no more disposables, pink or otherwise. 

    Hmm. He had a disposable somewhere in his pack, but he didn't want to look for it. On the other hand, he hadn't used a two-sided razor since... 1967? Oh, well, if there were any fresh blades for it... 

    Nope, no fresh blades. Cade took the pink razor from the shower rack and used it to shave the hair off the little finger of his left hand. The blade was so dull he could feel it --and hear it --cut the hairs. He didn't want to use it on his face. 

    Hmm, again. Twisting the base of the double-edged razor to open the top, he removed the used blade and placed the razor and blade in a glass tumbler on the sink counter. After dousing everything with spray Lysol he found under the sink, he turned on the shower. 

    As the shower water warmed up, he removed the razor's handle from the glass, then firmly held the blade against the inside wall of the tumbler with two fingers as he rolled the tumbler across the counter-top several times. Flipping the blade over, he rolled the tumbler again. 

    The edges of the blade gleamed with fresh metal as he replaced it in the razor and cranked the top closed. Placing the razor on the sink, he adjusted the shower's water temperature and stepped in. 

    Some minutes later, Cade left the shower, substituted shampoo lather for shaving cream at the sink, then put the resharpened razor blade to the test on his left ring finger. 

    It didn't drag against his skin and it removed a streak of hair, so he lathered his face and started shaving his face with it. 

    Two taps on the bathroom door preceded Helen's, "Ed, I brought you something." 

    Wrapping his towel around himself, then wondering why he did that after being with her at a nudist resort for two days, Cade said, "Come on in." The door opened and Helen came in with a new pink razor and a can of shave cream in her left hand. Her mouth was open to say something that went unsaid as she rather staringly watched Cade move the big silver razor around his jaw. Cade rinsed the razor and said, "Thanks, but I managed." Closing her mouth, Helen put the razor in a drawer and said, "So I see. Where did you find a new blade for it?" 

    Before drawing the razor up his throat against the stubble, Cade said, "I didn't. I sharpened the one that was in it. Where are we going for dinner?" Peering at the razor as it moved, Helen replied, "Carstairs. It's a restaurant in Crystal River. How the hell did you resharpen an old razor blade?" 

    After another few strokes and checking his work, Cade replied, "I used the drinking glass on the counter. It's an old Army trick. Did Kat tell you about my gray boots?" 

    Moving around behind Cade to reach for the glass, she studied it as she said, "Uh, yeah. I guess they'll be okay. Show me how you did it." Pausing from shaving the side of his face, Cade grinningly glanced at her and said, "When I'm finished, milady." 

    Helen sat down on the commode and silently watched Cade shave for a time, then said, "I almost threw that razor away a dozen times. I don't know why I didn't, except that it was my father's. I was used to seeing it in a bathroom drawer, so that's where it ended up when I moved in here." Cade was finishing as he said, "Good place for it," rinsed the razor, and then rinsed his face. 

    "You shave just like my Dad did." 

    With a short laugh, Cade replied, "Could be. How many ways are there to shave?" 

    After drying his face, Cade opened the razor again and took the blade out, then showed Helen how to freshen its edges by sliding it against the inside of a rolling glass. 

    Seeming appropriately amazed at the process, Helen tried it herself in a rather careful manner, then laughed. 

    "I never would have thought of something like that." She nodded as she ran her fingers along Cade's jawline and smilingly met his gaze. 

    "And it works, too, by damn. You're interesting, Ed. I wonder how many other odd little tricks you know?" 

    "Oh, bunches, ma'am. Lots." He leaned to kiss her and added, "But that particular trick only works well enough about three times, then you really need a new blade. If you're gonna keep that razor, you might as well spring for some." 

    Helen grinned and said, "I may do that," as she headed for the door. Kneeling by his backpack, Cade pulled his Gillette deodorant out of a side pocket and used it. In the process of putting it back, he discovered the spare razor he hadn't wanted to search for. Oh, well. The job had got done. From the same side pocket he took a toothbrush and paste as a pair of bare legs passed him. 

    A nude Kat stopped beside his pack and asked, "You live out of that bag, do you?" 

    He let his gaze wander up her lovely thighs and breasts to her face and said, "Sometimes." 

    It was just too tempting. Cade reached to stroke her thigh, then got a light grip behind it and pulled it closer for a kiss and said, "Those are some great legs, lady." 

    Grinningly flicking her eyebrows at him, Kat slung her towel on the rack and headed for the shower. Cade brushed his teeth, then hefted his pack and went to the bedroom. Through the open bedroom door he could hear music. He listened for a moment and recognized Duke Ellington's 'Cotton Tail'. Big band music. Forties stuff. Helen's mood of the moment, or a presage for the rest of the evening? 'Cotton Tail' ended and another tune began. It took him a moment, but Cade put a name to it; 'Drum Boogie', likely by Gene Krupa or one of his contemporaries. 

    By the time he was adjusting his tie, the tune playing was 'American Patrol'. Must be a 'Greatest Hits' album. Cade checked himself over once, put his other clothes in his pack, and headed into the living room with it, where he found Helen standing by the stereo, bouncing lightly with the music. She wore a black evening dress that hugged her well and almost reached the floor in a flourish. Helen saw him in the mirror above the stereo and turned to face him, eyeing his outfit as she continued bouncing. 'Chattanooga Choo Choo' began. Cade set his bag on the sofa chair and held his hand out to her. Helen's grin widened and she stepped into his arms. Mindful of the furniture, they danced wordlessly through 'Chattanooga Choo Choo' and into the next tune, which was 'Kalamazoo'. 

    Cade softly sang along with, "A-B-C-D-E-F-G-H-I got a gal... in Kalamazoo... Don't want to boast, but I know she's the toast... of Kalamazoo..." 

    Helen snickered into his shoulder and pulled him tight for a few steps, then stepped back to arm's length and gave him a grinningly skeptical look as she asked, "You even know the words..? How old did you say you were?" 

    "You know that famous old picture of Washington crossing the Delaware?" 

    "Yes." 

    "That was me at the tiller." 

    She laughed and changed her step as 'In the Mood' began. The cats had been watching them intently from the couch. Cade saw them look toward the bedroom and checked the doorway in the mirror when it came into view. Kat stood naked and motionless in the doorway, watching them dance. Cade led Helen into a sweeping, elegant turn around the coffee table that put them within a few feet of Kat. 

    Letting go of Cade, Helen backed away a few paces and gestured for Kat to take her place. Kat handed her towel to Helen and stepped into the living room and into Cade's arms. 

    "I only know a few steps," she said. 

    "We can fix that," said Cade, "Just follow along for a few. You'll pick it up." 

    'Moonlight Cocktail' was the next tune. Cade kept the steps simple and Kat soon had the hang of it. 

    Helen laughed and said she had to finish getting ready, then went into her bedroom. Cade glanced down to see how Kat was getting along and saw that she was having no trouble at all. 

    She asked, "Are you eyeballing my legs again?" 

    "Oh, of course, milady. I was kind of worried about my toes, but you picked up the steps fast." 

    "I used to dance like this with my dad. It's starting to come back to me. Did you put this CD on?" 

    "Nope. Came out and found Helen by the stereo. You know anything about this 'Carstairs' place?" 

    Grinning, Kat said, "Sure. It's somewhere in Crystal River." 

    "Big help," said Cade. "Better pick out some dancing shoes." 

    "Planned to." As the tune ended a few steps later she said, "Time's up, sailor. I have to get dressed," and disengaged. 

    When Kat reached the bedroom doorway and retrieved her towel, she turned to look wordlessly at Cade in a studious manner for some moments, then she disappeared around the corner. 

    Realizing that to sit down would be to invite the cats to park themselves on or near him, Cade headed for the kitchen and busied himself by making a pot of coffee. 

    He preferred his own instant coffee to the brewed kinds, but he wanted a warm-up before they left and he definitely wanted some coffee waiting for them when they returned. 

    There was a longish pause as the CD changed, then a very different style of music played. 

    In-Grid's 'You Promised Me' started pumping bass in the other room as Cade poured water in the percolator. Kewl. He preferred a heavy dance beat to most anything else, and strong female vocals just made it that much better. By the time the first driblets of coffee emerged to fall into the pot, India's 'Seduce Me Now' began filling the house with every bit as much bass at two beats per second. 

    Cade took his coffee to the dining room and stood by the dining table. Daphne and Chloe hopped onto the table, where Daphne sat down with calm dignity and Chloe paced and clamored in her Siamese voice for attention. Putting his coffee a safe distance away on the table, Cade stroked Daphne with his left hand and Chloe with his right. 

    Behind him, Kat commented, "Good thing she doesn't have three cats, isn't it?" 

    With a shrug, Cade replied, "We'd work something out," and watched the way the cats reacted to Kat's presence as Kat neared the table. Kat was wearing a dark blue sheath dress and matching shoes with three-inch heels. She set a black purse on the table and opened it, took her wristwatch out of it, and snapped the purse shut. 

    Daphne watched Kat put on her wristwatch, then returned her gaze to Cade. Chloe altered her pacing pattern to place herself between Cade and Kat, and Kat's hand reached for Chloe as if of its own volition. After a few strokes, Kat reached a bit farther and ruffled Daphne's chin. 

    Hm. Daphne --the one considered so cautious --lifted her chin for Kat's touch without reservation. No ear flicks, no sniffs, no slightest hint of avoidance. That fit. 

    Cade had noticed in passing a few other little incongruities while they'd been at the naturist club, but hadn't given them much thought at the time. Suddenly half a dozen of them popped up for review. 

    Saturday evening, during the packing of goods, Kat had --without instructions --reached for the bag in Helen's tent that had contained a new roll of strapping tape. She'd also known which boxes had held small pewter figurines, a baggie of silver chains, and... 

    "Ed?" asked Kat, "Are you there?" He glanced at her and responded, "Just thinking." 

    "About anything in particular?" 

    "Yup. You." 

    She grinned. "Me? Should I be flattered?" 

    Returning her grin, Cade said, "Well, that is a pretty nice outfit, and you're definitely a very fine looking woman, ma'am. Any idea what time it is?" Grinningly glancing at the small brass clock above the kitchen doorway, Kat said, "Eight past six." 

    Cade nodded slightly, commented, "Kinda thought so," and turned his attentions back to the cats. 

    Eyeing him with a puzzled expression, Kat asked, "If you 'kinda thought so', why did you ask?" 

    "To see whether you'd check your watch or automatically know exactly where to look for a wall clock." 

    Kat froze in the act of adjusting the hang of her dress, then turned to lean her rump against the table and softly asked, "What are you trying to say, Ed?" 

    "I'm saying you knew exactly where to look. The cats already knew you when we arrived. That's why they concentrated on me. At Helen's tent, you knew exactly which boxes and bags... Well, skip all that. You're busted, ma'am. Why the charade?" 

    From the bedroom doorway, Helen said, "We had our reasons." Walking toward them, she added, "If everyone's ready, let's go. I'm starving and we can talk over dinner." 

    Grabbing his coffee mug and backpack, Cade went to open the door to the garage. While Helen poked in her code, Cade put his pack and mug in his car, then retrieved his boots from the trunk and put them on and tossed his shoes in the trunk. 

    Helen and Kat had already gotten into Helen's car. Cade got in the back seat as Helen used her remote to open the garage door and began backing out. They were underway through the orange groves when Helen looked at Kat and said, "I think he'll do," and glanced at Cade in her rearview mirror. Kat grinned at her, then turned to look back at Cade. She cocked her head and pretended to study him for a moment, then said, "Yeah, I think so, too. For now, anyway." 

    Cade sat forward to adjust his jacket against the seat, shot his cuffs, and replied, "Good." 

    Laughing, Helen asked, "Good? After figuring out that we already knew each other, don't you want to know what kind of devious scheme we've got in mind for you?" 

    "Sure, but I'm not too worried yet. If you were planning anything truly nefarious, you probably wouldn't have issued me a suit." 

    "Right," said Kat, "Of course, you still don't know what happened to the last guy who wore it." 

    "Well, that's true," said Cade, "But whatever happened, it didn't damage this suit, so I won't start worrying too much until you try to get me out of it." 

    Leaning over the backs of the front seats, he asked in an exaggeratedly hopeful tone, "You are planning to get me out of it later, aren't you?" Nodding, Helen replied, "Oh, definitely. We'll need your... uhm... assistance... with our... uhm... experiments." 

    Imitating a Boris Karloff accent, Kat added, "In our our secret underground lab-or-a-tory." 

    "Kewl!" said Cade, "Most people in Florida don't even have basements. How do you keep it dry?" 

    Helen glanced at him as she chuckled. Out of the corner of his eye, Cade saw motion ahead as he looked at Helen. Kat screamed, "Helen!" and pointed at the deer in the middle of the road as Cade dropped down behind the seat. He expected her to slam on the brakes, but she didn't. While the car did slow a bit, it lurched hard to the right, slamming Cade against the driver's side passenger door, then it slewed equally hard to the left as the left side tilted upward. 

    Cade had time to think 'What the hell did she do, put us into a roll?' 

before something seemed to grab the rear of the car and yank it back to the right. 

    There was a quick, grunging sound as the front wheels dragged across the limerock road, then the car slid sideways down a short, steep slope and quickly slowed to a stop as Cade braced his feet against the other door to keep from ending up in a heap against it. 
Chapter Nineteen

    All Cade could see through the window below his feet was blackness. He hoisted himself onto the back seat and leaned to look into the front seat. Beyond the car he could see only one spot of light on the grassy slope. No right headlight? Had they hit the deer, after all? 

    Then he noticed that about half of the car seemed to be missing on the right side. No, not missing. Covered. They were at the bottom of a ditch. Kat was holding the right side of her head and making small sounds of pain. Her left hand was shaking as it reached for Helen's shoulder. Helen took a deep, harsh breath and forced her hands to release the steering wheel, then looked at Kat and half-asked, half-stated, "You're hurt?!" 

    Turning gingerly to face her, Kat lowered her right hand and asked, "I don't know. My head hit the door frame, I think." 

    Cade said, "Helen. We may have to get out of the car in a hurry." She glanced back at him and asked, "Are you all right, Ed?" 

    "I'm fine, but we're at the bottom of a drainage ditch and we may be taking on water." 

    He reached to flick the switch on the dome light. When the light came on, Helen's attention focused on Kat as Cade scanned the interior of the car. Yup. Thin rivulets of water flowed around the windows and doors. There was maybe half an inch of water in the car already. 

    Kat's foot slid sideways and down and splashed into one of the puddles. Cade popped the door locks on his and Helen's doors and tried to open his door. 

    No problem, the latch worked and --although it seemed incredibly heavy -he was able to push the door upward to open it, but he didn't want to struggle with Helen's door while trying to get her and Kat out of the car. 

    "Helen," he grunted as he let the door lower and close, "See if your window works. We'll have to climb out." 

    His window worked when he pushed the button, but it only rolled down halfway. By design, as with his Oldsmobile? Or was something wrong? 

    Helen's window rolled all the way down without problems. She returned her attention to Kat and unbuckled Kat's seat belt. 

    "My window only goes halfway down," said Cade, "Let's get you out of the car, then help Kat out. I'll climb over the seat and use your window." 

    "Just a minute, Ed. I want to see how badly she's hurt." Kat waved a hand and said, "I'm okay. Or I'm okay enough, anyway, I think. Let's get out of here. You go ahead and I'll hand up our purses." After a moment, Helen nodded and unbuckled her own seat belt. Placing a foot on the between-seats armrest-console, she reached up and got a grip on the window frame, then began easing herself up and out through the window. Once she was outside the car, she leaned back in and said, "Now you. I'm standing on dry grass out here. It looks as if about half the car is under water." 

    Turning sideways on her seat, Kat handed Helen their purses, then got a grip on the steering wheel and the back of the seat in order to climb up to the window and through it. 

    Cade rolled himself over the backs of the seats and opened the glove box. Nothing useful there. He checked the between-seats console and found a pack of tissues and a dealership keychain-flashlight, both of which he handed up to Helen. 

    There seemed to be nothing else of immediate usefulness in the car, so he reached to turn off the ignition and handed Helen her car keys before heaving himself through the window to join them. 

    By the ancillary light from the single headlight, he saw Helen standing near the car as if to help him climb out, but he managed a quick exit unassisted. Kat sat at the top of the grassy slope, holding some of the tissues to her head. 

    "Are you really okay?" he asked. 

    "Yeah, I think so. Just a little cut." 

    Helen opened her cell phone and poked some numbers. Cade took a look at the car. The front of the car was nearly half-submerged, but the rear of the car was mostly above the water. 

    Cade wondered how the hell the headlight could be aiming up the slope until he looked at it; the fiberglass frame around the light was broken and tilted sideways. From impacting the stuff in the ditch? Unlikely; it seemed to be mostly water and mud. Something beneath the surface? 

    He tried to see under the car without success as Helen spoke to someone on her phone and reported their situation. The headlight that had been providing vague illumination suddenly went dark, leaving them only the poor lighting from the dome light and the quarter moon above. 

    "Is there a flashlight in the trunk?" he asked. 

    "Should be," said Helen, handing him her keys. "Look for a milk crate on the left side. There's all kinds of stuff in it. My other backpack is in there, too." 

    Stretching to reach the trunk lock while keeping his boots dry, Cade opened the trunk. A little light came on in the trunk lid, which helped a bit in locating the milk crate, which was now on the right side on top of her backpack. 

    Cade half-climbed into the trunk and lifted the crate off the backpack. There was a bubble-packed flashlight with two D-cell batteries in the crate. He handed the bubblepack and the backpack out to Helen. She put them on the ground as he continued looking around. Nothing else seemed worth retrieving, so he removed himself from the trunk and closed the lid. As Cade used his folding knife to slice open the flashlight's packaging, Helen rooted in a side pocket of her backpack. He installed the batteries and flicked the light on and off a couple of times as she produced a small green and white bottle and gave someone directions to the car. 

    "Here," she said, handing him the bottle, "It's bug repellent. Spritz me while I cover my eyes. Front and back, one squirt each, then I'll do you." Once both of them had been spritzed, Cade picked up the backpack and they headed up the slope to Kat. Helen covered the small gash on her temple with tissues, sprayed her, put the bottle in her pack, and pulled out a tiny first aid kit. 

    Fishing out a Band-Aid, she said, "I'm just going to cover it for now. I called Sandy at work and called my road service. They said thirty minutes or so and Sandy's on her way here." 

    Flicking on the flashlight, Cade said, "Wait one. Let me have a look at that before you cover it," and aimed the light at the cut. It was still bleeding fairly profusely and would likely continue to do so for another fifteen minutes or so. 

    "Don't waste a Band-Aid," he said, fishing one of his paper towel hankies from his back pocket and handing it to her, "It's still bleeding too much. Use this." 

    Helen gave him a sharp look and Cade said, "Hey, she's a nurse, right? She knows even a pissy little head wound's gonna bleed freely for a while. We can't do anything about it out here, so let's just keep it covered until the bleeding stops." 

    "He's right," said Kat, "How big is it? The cut?" Cade eyed it briefly and touched his own eye with a finger as he said, 

"Right here. About a quarter inch long. Smack on the corner of the occipital ridge. The vein under it's open, from the look of things. Want some cheap stitches, ma'am?" 

    Snorting a laugh, Kat asked, "Cheap? How cheap?" 

    "I used to get a buck apiece for big ones. Two bucks for small ones. Butterflies are three bucks." In a confidential tone, he added, "Fancy stuff takes longer, y'know." 

    Kat laughed again and asked, "You can really do a butterfly stitch?" With a firm nod, Cade said, "Yup. Sure can. Well, could. It's been a while. Guess we could find out, huh?" 

    Biting her lip in a grin, Kat chuckled, "No need. I have insurance. We'll let them do it at the ER." Sighing, she shook her head very slightly and muttered, "I must be a mess." 

    Cade said, "Yup, pretty much," as Helen said, "Oh, don't worry about that right now, Kat," and gave Cade another sharp look that made Kat snicker. 

    "He's just telling it like it is," said Kat. Helen softly snapped, "Well, he doesn't have to and you don't need to worry about your looks right now." 

    Plucking at the right shoulder of her dress, Kat said, "I was just thinking about this dress." 

    "Not that, either." 

    In a gently plaintive, almost childlike tone, Kat swayed slightly as she tried to focus on the stains and said, "But I like it, Helen. You gave it to me." 

    "So I'll give you another one. Just take it easy, Kat." Something about Kat's unsteadiness and her last remark put Cade on alert. He knelt and flashed the light in her eyes as he held her chin. She flinched and he told her to keep still and let him look. 

    Turning to Helen, he said, "Can't wait for Sandy. Get an ambulance out here, please," and stood up to take off his jacket. Folding it twice, he put it behind Kat's head and lowered her to the ground. 

    Helen tremblingly took out her cell phone and dialed as Cade pawed through her backpack. He found a light jacket and put that under Kat's head instead of his, then spread his jacket over her torso. 

    Kat's eyes were closed and her breathing was steady, but sometime while he'd had his attention elsewhere, she'd passed out. Cade spritzed her exposed legs and arms lightly with the bug spray and spread the stuff with his hands, then spritzed his arms and shoulders and put the stuff back in Helen's pack. Closing her phone, Helen said, "They're on their way. What's wrong with her, Ed?" 

    "Can't be sure. Possibly a light concussion." He sat on the grass beside Kat and reached to touch Helen's hand. She was shaking again. Her hand grasped his with surprising strength. 

    "Helen, relax. They'll be here shortly and things'll be fine. You go with Kat and I'll stick with the car." 

    She choked out, "Yeah. Okay," and looked at Kat. 

    "Write your full name, address, and phone numbers on something so I can show the cops I'm not stealing a car." 

    Looking confused, she looked up and asked, "What?" 

    "Cops. An ambulance call will bring cops, too. They'll have questions and I'll have to answer them. All that." 

    "Oh. Yeah. Okay." 

    She didn't move; she just stared down at Kat. Letting her keep his left hand, Cade took a pen from his shirt pocket and looked in her purse for paper. Finding none, he popped the snap to open Kat's purse and again found nothing to write on. 

    Muttering, "Damn it, aren't either of you ladies literate?" he closed Kat's purse and reached for the backpack. 

    Helen glanced at his efforts and seemed to snap out of her stupor. She reached to unzip a side pocket on the pack and handed him a small notepad. He put the pen with it and handed it back, repeating, "Full name, address, and phone numbers, milady. They'll want it all." 

    Nodding, she took the pen and pad and wrote as he held the flashlight above them to keep some light on Kat. 

    A light appeared what seemed like a long distance away to the west and seemed to take a long time to separate into two lights as it approached. In fact, it was only a few minutes before a sheriff's car and a red and white ambulance slowed and gently stopped beside them. In only a few more minutes, Cade had his jacket back and Kat was being treated as Cade and Helen spoke to a deputy. 

    Pointing at a line on his form, the deputy asked, "Is this your cell phone number?" 

    She nodded. "Yes." 

    "We need your home number, too. That's the one on record concerning your car registration." 

    "Okay." Helen wrote that number on the form. Cade noted it on the pad he held and said, "They're about to take Kat. I'll stay here and wait for Sandy. Got both purses?" Helen nodded and replied, "Yes," as she watched the medics roll Kat to the back of the ambulance. 

    "Need the backpack?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. You hold onto it. You may need the bug spray out here." 

    "Yes'm, I just might. Got money? Need anything at all?" She shook her head again as one of the paramedics hopped down and said, 

"We're ready to go, ma'am." 

    Cade asked him, "Which hospital?" 

    The medic told him and gave him a business card, then walked around the vehicle to get in the driver's seat. 

    Turning to Helen, he asked, "Where's the car supposed to go?" 

    "Barney's Garage. It's in Floral City." Helen gave Cade a quick kiss and squeezed his hand, then Cade steadied her as she stepped up and into the ambulance. 

    The other medic pulled the door shut and the ambulance made a 3-point turn-around on the narrow road, then headed back the way it had come. 
Chapter Twenty

    Cade walked back to the deputy's car. There was a burst of radio chatter and the deputy listened for a minute, then said something that ended in a ten-code. Cade went to stand by the deputy's door and tried to sort out what was going on. 

    A robbery. Two suspects, description of the car. Direction of travel. The info seemed to put the bad guys a few miles north and slightly east. The deputy looked somewhat agitated as he started to make a radio reply. Reading his name badge, Cade said, "Deputy Parks." Parks looked up through the car window and Cade held up the backpack as he said, "You have our infos and you know where to find us if you need more. I have a flashlight and bug spray and there's a tow truck coming in a few minutes. No sweat." 

    Looking dubious, the deputy glanced around and asked, "You sure? It could be a while." 

    Laughing, Cade asked, "What can you do out here besides help me wait for the tow truck? If a gator shows up, I'll get in the car. Go." 

    "Okay, then." Parks called his change of plans in and was moving even as he received a reply. 

    The silent darkness closed in quickly as the deputy's lights became pinpoints in the distance. Cade held the flashlight between his chin and shoulder and added the six-digit interior door code he'd memorized to the numbers on the notepad, then picked up the backpack and headed down the slope to the car. 

    She hadn't stopped at the gates when they'd arrived, so she likely had a remote or two in the car. Flipping down the driver's side sunscreen turned up a tiny black box with a red button on the end. 

    Cade pocketed the device and looked around the interior of the car. Hm. The water was maybe two inches deep now and the biggest rivulet seemed to be coming in from around a hose under the dash. The door and window fittings must be damned tight on this model. 

    Seeing nothing that looked like a remote, he put the flashlight in the backpack, climbed into the car, and checked the seat console. Bingo. Inside it was another little black box with a red button. 

    He put it in his other pocket and continued rooting around, turning up various papers and assorted odd items in the console and in the glove box. He put his findings in the backpack and continued searching, but found nothing else that looked important until he reached under the driver's seat. It felt like leather. A purse? A holster? Pulling on the object out from under the seat, he found a bank bag in his hand. Whatever was in it didn't feel like a gun, so he stuffed the bag into the backpack and reached again, but found nothing else. 

    Moving to the other seat, he reached under it, too, but found nothing there. Good enough. He had another look in the back seat area and saw nothing, so he perched on the console and prepared to haul himself up and out. As an afterthought, he pushed the headlight button to the 'off' position, but left the dome light on. Putting the key in the ignition, he tested the window button. It worked. 

    Reaching back, he put the rear window up, then put the driver's door window up, turned off the ignition, and dropped the keys in his pocket. Opening the driver's door, he shoved it upward and kept his back to it as he hauled himself and the backpack out of the car. Once he was standing on the grass, he let the door go and it slammed shut. 

    Cade turned and headed up the slope to the road. Another pair of lights was approaching, this time from the east. He took the flashlight out of the backpack and flicked it on, then waved it a few times in the direction of the lights before he let it point at Helen's car in the ditch. A blue two door sedan slid gently to a stop just beyond him and backed up until the passenger door was in front of him. He leaned to look into the car and saw a chubby blonde in jeans and a white blouse at the wheel. 

    "Are you Ed?" she asked. 

    "Yup. An ambulance took Kat to the hospital. Helen went with her. You'd be Sandy." 

    "Yes," she said, "Just a minute." She turned off the car and started to get out, then muttered, "Oh, hell, what am I thinking?" and reached back into the car to turn on the emergency flashers. 

    Hurrying around the car, she asked, "How bad was she hurt?" Touching his face to indicate her point of injury, Cade said, "It was just a bump on the head, I think, but better safe than sorry." Stopping in front of him, Sandy asked, "How's Helen?" Shrugging, Cade replied, "She seemed okay to me." Looking past him at the car, Sandy shook her head and whispered, "Oh, my God... what happened?" 

    Cade shined the flashlight at the car and said, "We barely missed a deer. I think. Or it may be under all that muck piled up in front of the car. I didn't feel us hit it, though." 

    "Were you driving?" 

    "Nope. Helen. I was in the back seat. Kat was in the front." Eyeing the backpack, Sandy asked, "Isn't that Helen's?" 

    "Yup. She left me some bug spray and a flashlight." Sandy looked around at the darkness, then her eyes fixed on the car in the ditch again. 

    Her gaze turned to Cade and there was a tremor in her voice as she said, 

"It's amazing how dark it seems when you stop the car and get out on one of these old roads." 

    Chuckling, Cade replied, "It's just dark, not dangerous." After a moment, she nodded and walked behind her car, where she opened the trunk. 

    "I have a few bottles of water left. They've been in here since the storms, but they're factory sealed, so they should still be good. Do you want one while we wait?" 

    Joining her by the car, Cade answered, "Sure, thanks." She handed him one and took one for herself, then looked around again and said, "I think I'd rather wait inside the car." Cade heard the faint sound of an engine far in the distance and said, "I think the tow truck's almost here." 

    Looking both ways along the road and glancing rather skeptically at Cade, Sandy walked around the car, opened the driver's door, and got in. Opening his water, Cade took a sip, then capped it and dropped it into the backpack as the truck reached the turn that brought it onto their road and its headlights became visible. 

    Sandy gave him an odd look in her rearview mirror, then got back out of the car as Cade walked around it to join her. 

    "Uhm..." she began, "Do you... uhh... do... unusual things... like Helen does?" 

    Cade chuckled, "I just heard the engine." 

    "I'd have heard it, too." 

    "Well, apparently not, ma'am, 'cuz here it comes now." A white tow truck halted near them, parked on an angle to be able to haul the car up the slope, and a skinny guy with 'Jimmy' stitched on his blue work shirt got out. 

    He took a moment to peer at the car in the ditch before he said, "Well, this looks like the place, but the rules say I gotta ask; did you'uns call for a tow truck?" 

    "Yup," answered Cade. 

    "Is it front wheel drive?" 

    "Probably." 

    "You don't know?" 

    "It isn't my car. The lady went with her friend to the hospital. She said to take the car to Barney's Garage in Floral City. You know the place?" 

    "Sure. We do a lot of pickups for 'em. Lemme have a look and see how I'm gonna do this." 

    He grabbed a big flashlight from the back of the truck and headed down the slope to the car. After studying matters for a few minutes, Jimmy returned to the truck and dragged the flexible hitch assembly down to the car. Once it was fastened to his satisfaction, he walked back up the slope to the truck and shoved a lever that activated a winch. The cable tightened until it hummed and made crackling noises before the car began to move backward out of the muck. 

    A squarish hole of blackness about two feet deep and eight feet long appeared in the bottom of the ditch as the car retreated onto the grassy slope. Water quickly flooded the dark depression, but it was still vaguely visible through the murk. 

    Jimmy stopped the process when the car was halfway up the slope and went to the car, where he opened the door, adjusted the gear shifter and turned off the dome light, took a long look at and under the front of the car, and then returned to the truck and continued winching it up to the road. The front of the car was packed with reeking black mud and more of the nasty stuff coated most of the hood and the car's right side. Sandy and Cade moved to put the breeze at their backs. Jimmy had to settle for holding his nose as he worked. 

    When the car was completely on the road, Jimmy extended the bed of the truck to the rear and tilted it downward, then let the truck's hydraulics drag the car onto the bed and pull the entire load up and into place on the back of the truck. 

    That part of the process fascinated Sandy, who looked flatly amazed and said, "I've always wondered how they get cars up there! I always thought they used a forklift." 

    While the car had been winched and loaded, Cade had taken the ignition key off Helen's keyring. Sandy saw him put the key in his pocket and asked, "You aren't going to give it to him?" 

    "When we get to Barney's, maybe. Or not. Depends on whether I get a receipt for the car. If not, Helen can take it to them during business hours." They followed Jimmy to Barney's Garage, where Helen's car was rolled off the truck's bed into a fenced area. Jimmy wrote the car's tag and serial numbers on his forms and let Sandy sign them, then he put a numbered yellow tag on the ignition key and pushed it through a deposit slot by the office window. 

    "All set," said Jimmy, "I gotta go pick up another car over on Halstom Road, so I'll see y'all later." 

    Once he'd driven away, Sandy produced a little black and silver cell phone and said, "I'll call Helen on the way and let her know how things are going." Stopping on the way to her car, Cade said, "Ahh... well, could you maybe call her before we go? I really hate it when people yak and drive. They're the ones who seem to lose track of what they're doing and end up tailgating me or crossing the lines a foot from my mirrors." 

    Sandy stopped with her hand on her car door and gave him a hard look, then sighed as she flicked her phone open. 

    As she poked numbers, Cade said, "Thank you, milady." Squinting at him, Sandy asked, "What did you call me?" 

    "Milady. Would you prefer ma'am? Some do." 

    Snorting a chuckle, Sandy started a smiling reply, then yelped into the phone, "Helen! The car's at Barney's. We're all set here. How's Kat? How are you?" 

    Able to hear only one side of the conversation, Cade opened the passenger door and got in as Sandy uttered a few more quick 'Uh, huh's' and nodded as if Helen could see her. 

    "Good!" said Sandy, "Oh, good! I was so worried! Okay! We'll be right there! Okay! Bye!" 

    She snapped her phone shut and yanked the car door open, almost tossed herself into the driver's seat, and dropped her keys as she fumbled to get the key in to the ignition. 

    "Oh, damn!" she muttered. 

    "Uhm... Sandy?" queried Cade, watching her grope around her legs, "I have a question." 

    Bent over, she grunted, "What?" 

    "Are we going to be late?" 

    Finding her keys, she straightened and asked, "Huh?" 

    "Are we in a hurry?" He noddingly indicated her hands and said, "You're shaking. Want me to drive, or would you rather take a few deep breaths and relax before we get moving?" 

    Sandy gave him a droll look for a moment, then heard her keys rattling gently and looked down at her trembling hands. She let the keys fall in her lap, put both hands on the steering wheel, and sucked in a deep breath. A few seconds later, she let her breath out and took another. Cade pulled his seat belt across and fastened it. Sandy did the same with hers, then let out her second breath. 

    "Better?" she asked, letting go of the wheel to check her hands for trembling. 

    Although he could see her hands were steady, Cade asked, "Are you still feeling shaky, milady?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, she replied, "No." Grinning, Cade asked, "Then I don't get to drive?" Giving him a fisheye look, Sandy grinned back as she said firmly, "No. You don't. I'm the only one who drives my car." 

    She picked up her keys and firmly stuck the ignition key in the slot, then started the car and got them moving. 
Chapter Twenty-one

    On the way to the hospital, Sandy asked, "So, Ed... How well do you know Helen and Kat?" 

    Glancing at her, Cade said, "Met them at the festival yesterday. How about you?" 

    "Me? I met her almost two years ago." 

    "'Her' Helen or 'her' Kat?" 

    Grinning, Sandy replied, "Both, really. Helen first, then Kat a few days later. I went to her --Helen's --shop for some things and we got to talking about... well... things." 

    Nodding, Cade said, "I made her a website. Still have to send the stuff up and tweak it, but otherwise it's finished." 

    Something about his statement made Sandy glance almost sharply at him, then her eyes returned to the road. She seemed lost in thought for a time. They turned onto some main road and headed north and Sandy pointed ahead as she said, "There it is." 

    Helen was standing outside the ER entrance when they entered the parking lot. She started striding toward them as Sandy found a parking place in the first rows of cars. 

    Opening the backpack and retrieving his bottle of water, Cade rezipped the pack and got out of the car as Helen arrived. Sandy hurried around the car and hugged Helen for a moment as she asked about Kat. Cade couldn't hear everything said, but chose not to interrupt their moment of comfort. As she and Sandy parted, Helen took a deep breath, then said, "They think she's okay, but they decided to keep her overnight because she passed out. Your timing is great, guys! Visiting hours just ended ten minutes ago." Cade handed her the backpack, fished the two remotes out of his pockets and gave them to Helen with her car keys, located the receipt for the car, and said, "That should be just about everything, I think. I grabbed the remotes on general principles and only gave them your ignition key at Barney's." 

    "That was thoughtful of you." Helen eyed the two remotes for a moment, then fixed her gaze on Cade and said, "These in particular were very thoughtful of you." 

    Chuckling at her expression, Cade said, "Well, gee, lady, don't look so surprised! You never stopped on your way through the gate and the garage opened before you got there. I saw no good reason to leave them in the car. Oh, and your flashlight's in the pack, too." 

    A guard walking through the parking lot called to them, asking if everything was okay. Cade let the ladies answer the guard as he opened the car's front passenger door and got into the back seat. 

    Sandy gave him an odd look as she opened the driver's door, but Helen just handed him her backpack and got in. As she belted herself in, she said, 

"Thanks, Ed." 

    "For..?" he asked. 

    "For staying with the car." She looked as if she wanted to say something else, but didn't. 

    As Sandy got in, he replied, "No problem. The ambulance would have been kind of crowded, anyway." 

    She turned to peer at him, then nodded and asked Sandy, "Are you hungry? 

Have you had dinner yet?" 

    Shaking her head, Sandy answered, "I was about to cook something when you called." Looking at Helen's dress, she added, "I guess you guys were going out tonight, huh?" 

    "We were going to 'Carstairs'. We still could, if you'd like." 

    "No, I'm not dressed for it." 

    Cade chuckled and said, "You could get dressed for it. We'd wait." Again shaking her head, Sandy said, "Maybe if I had a date, but Allen's out of town." 

    Pointing ahead, Helen said, "Pull in there, then. I'm too hungry to give a damn at this point." 

    "Hey, I'm sorry," said Sandy, "I'll take you to 'Carstairs' and pick you up later, if you want." 

    Laughing, Helen said, "Well, thanks, but that's not what I meant. I'm ready to eat and this place will do." 

    They pulled into the 'Sizzlin' Corral' parking lot and ignored a few stares as they went through the buffet line. Under bright lights for the first time since the accident, Cade noted a bit of mud on his suede boots and a little on his pants legs. Helen was mud-free, but looked a bit worn from the evening. 

    As they settled at a table, Cade softly whistled the opening bars of

'Kalamazoo'. Helen's head came up and she smiled, then she joined him in whistling the tune until she chuckled. 

    "Thanks again," she said, then she noticed an elderly couple staring at them. 

    Cade grinned and took Helen's free hand to lead her to the open areas between the tables and whistled a longer chunk of 'Kalamazoo' again as they danced a few steps. 

    The elderly couple grinned and applauded softly as they stopped dancing and Cade bowed slightly to Helen, then held her chair for her as she sat down. Sandy watched Helen take her seat, then she eyeballed Cade as he pulled his own chair out and sat down. Neither he nor Helen said anything as they dug into their food. 

    With a raised eyebrow, Sandy asked, "Uhm... Do you always dance before dinner?" 

    Looking at her, Cade said, "First time. Suits me, though." Looking at Helen, he asked, Wanna make it a tradition, milady?" 

    "Sure," agreed Helen, "Sounds fine to me." Turning to Sandy, she asked, 

"Do you dance?" 

    "Not like that." 

    Cutting her meat, Helen said, "You could learn if you want. Ed seems to be a pretty capable dancer. He could teach you." 

    Nodding, Sandy replied, "Uh... Okay. I'd try it, anyway." Raising a hand, she added, "But not here. Tonight, I mean." 

    "No guts, no glory," laughed Cade. 

    Eyeing Cade rather studiously, Sandy forked up some green beans, but before she put them in her mouth, she stopped, looked at Helen, and sighed, 

"Look, maybe I'm out of line, but... Well, he told me he just met you yesterday, and you just... well, you just made it sound like he's an old friend or something." 

    When Helen looked up from her plate, Sandy stammered, "I mean... You, uh... you just volunteered him to teach me to dance, and it's like you expect him to... stick around a while." 

    Looking at Cade, Helen said, "Hey, mister... She wants to know if you're going to stick around." 

    He pretended to study her with a hesitant expression. 

    "Uhm. Well, gee, I dunno, lady. You're kinda cute in a gorgeous goddess sort of way, but... Well... Yeah, okay. Sure. Just let me know when you get tired of me." 

    Helen snickered, "Okay," and grinned as she forked up a bite of steak. Sandy eyed Helen for a moment, then Cade, and asked, "Uhm... Are you Wiccan, Ed?" 

    "More of a pagan, I'd say. No particular brand." Looking very thoughtful, Sandy seemed somewhat hesitant as she said, "I see. Would that be a way of saying that you aren't... uhm... religiously motivated?" 

    Meeting her gaze, Cade said, "Yes, it would, and you must have a good reason for asking a question like that in such a cautious tone. I'd like to hear it." 

    Stiffening a bit as she sat a little taller, Sandy replied, "It was just a simple question. I was just curious." 

    "Good. My religious views aren't a subject for table chat." 

    "Mine are." Noddingly indicating Helen, she said, "Hers are. Since it's just us at this table, why aren't yours?" 

    Turning to Helen, Cade asked, "Yours are?" 

    Shaking her head slightly, Helen swallowed a mouthful of her dinner and said, "Not really. There must be something else to talk about." Sandy rather obviously experienced an awkward moment as Helen and Cade continued eating. Cade broke the silence by saying, "Nobody's told me how badly Kat was hurt." 

    Looking surprised, Sandy picked up her fork and moved food around her plate as she somewhat archly muttered, "I was wondering why you hadn't asked before now." 

    Cade stopped cutting his meat and looked at her for a moment, then looked at Helen, who turned from giving Sandy a fisheye look and said, "No broken bones. No internal injuries that anyone could spot. They really do expect to let her go tomorrow morning." 

    "Good enough, then. Wish I could say that a good wash and wax would make your car all better, but I think it'll take a little more than that to get it back on the road." 

    With a resigned sigh, Helen said, "It's insured." Sandy said, "If you need a ride somewhere, just let me know. I'll be working the day shift this week, but before or after work, no problem." Nodding, Helen thanked her, then asked Cade, "Do you have to be anywhere tomorrow?" 

    Shaking his head, Cade swallowed a bite of food. "Nope. Not Monday or Tuesday, either, once I call someone to check on my cats. I'm all yours until Wednesday, ma'am." 

    Briefly eyeing him, Sandy asked, "What's happening Wednesday?" 

    "I'll be helping a friend move." 

    Glancing at Helen, Sandy asked, "A girlfriend, maybe?" Cade met her gaze as he put down his fork and picked up his drink to take a sip, then sighed, "You've been trying to irritate me, Sandy, and you've finally succeeded." 

    Eyeing him, she said, "You didn't answer the question." Slicing the last of his steak into bite-sized bits, Cade said, "We're friends, but we don't fuck." Looking up to see how Sandy had taken his bluntness, he added, "And there's a good reason why we don't fuck." She angrily shot back, "Yeah? What reason?" 

    "Her husband happens to be a friend of mine. He's at Fort Hood, Texas, and she's going to drive there over the weekend. Should arrive Sunday or sooner." Sounding moderately amazed, Sandy asked, "She's going by herself?" Nodding, Cade answered, "Yup. By herself. We'll load the truck Wednesday and..." 

    Looking even more amazed, Sandy yelped, "The truck?!" 

    "Yeah, the truck. She'll be driving a 17-foot rental with her car hooked on the back. She grew up on a ranch, hauling hay wagons behind a pickup on dirt roads. It'll be a long, boring drive, but no big deal." 

    "But what if she has trouble with the truck?" 

    "An 800 number for roadside service. If they can't fix it, they'll put her and her stuff in another truck." 

    Helen said, "Good," and forked up the last of her meal. "Are you going to check out the truck for her?" 

    Nodding, Cade replied, "We'll do it together, just to be sure she knows where everything is. Her old pickup had a straight-six. No air, no power stuff. The rental will have a V-eight and a bunch of extras." Helen sipped her drink as she eyed Sandy, who still looked rather shocked. After a moment, Sandy shook her head disbelievingly and turned her attention back to her plate. She finished the last few bites of her meal in silence, then looked at her watch with apparent surprise. 

    "Oh, damn. I was supposed to call Tina before she got off." Looking first at Cade, then at Helen, she asked, "Would it be all right if I just dropped you guys off and kept going?" 

    Cade was tempted to laugh, but he stifled the urge and simply shrugged as Helen answered, "No problem. Daphne and Chloe will be ready for their dinners." 

    Not much more was said until they got to Sandy's car and got underway. Sandy and Helen chatted intermittently on the way as Cade watched the scenery go by in silence. 

    As they neared Helen's outer gate, Helen asked, "Hey, Ed, are you up for an after-dinner walk?" 

    Hm. It had seemed about a quarter-mile or less to the house from the gate. 

"Sure," he said, "Sounds good." 

    Helen buzzed the gate open and they drove to the house, where Sandy turned the car around and headed back to the gate after making her quick goodbyes. When Helen didn't immediately open the garage, Cade set the backpack down and watched her watch Sandy's car make the turn onto the grove road back toward the gate. 

    The trees soon obscured his view of the car, but he noticed the way the headlights shined on the tall pines across the road from the gate and waited. When the lights seemed to flicker, Helen pressed a button on a panel by the garage door. 

    "Timing is everything," said Cade, "That drainage dip is what? Maybe fifty yards from the gate?" 

    Grinning, Helen replied, "About that. Are you going to ask how I know when to press the button during the daytime?" 

    Returning her grin, Cade chuckled, "Nah. Magic, of course." Helen laughed and nodded firmly. "Damned right." She zapped the garage open and led the way inside, then opened the inner door after the garage door had closed. Both cats were sitting on the kitchen counter as they entered. 

    After appropriate greetings and putting some fresh food down for them, Helen took the backpack from Cade and set it on the kitchen counter. 

    "We'll take that walk another time," she said, "I only suggested it to make sure Sandy wouldn't change her mind about going over to Tina's." With a snicker, she added, "Sandy's not much into things like walking." Opening a cabinet, she took down a bottle of Crown Royal, then gestured at the other bottles and told Cade to make himself a drink if he didn't drink Crown. 

    Nodding, Cade selected the gin and a bottle of bitter lemon and mixed a double in a tall glass, then added four ice cubes. Helen held her glass out to him for a couple of cubes, then she stood sipping her shot of Crown Royal as he stirred his drink. 

    After putting the bottles back in the cabinet, Cade picked up his drink and saluted her with it before taking a long sip. Helen smiled and returned the salute, but instead of sipping, she watched him. 

    Nodding at the cabinet, she said, "We may want more." He shrugged. "We know where it is." 

    Canting her head slightly, Helen asked, "Why's yours in such a tall glass?" 

    "I don't drink to get drunk, milady. This'll last me a while." She was silent for another few moments, then said, "Kat's part of my world. How do you feel about that?" 

    "Then I guess I'm here for her, too." 

    "No reservations about that?" 

    Shrugging again, he answered, "Not yet. You had to know some things, so the two of you set about finding out. How'd that go, by the way?" Grinning, Helen replied, "Oh, well enough that you're here." Daphne jumped back onto the counter and Cade ruffled her chin. Helen watched Daphne purringly lean into Cade's touch and chuckled when she shoved her head under his hand. 

    "Ed, do you swim?" 

    He took a sip and replied, "I can. Haven't lately. Don't have a suit with me, though." 

    "You won't need one." Turning her back to Cade, she asked, "Unzip me?" and after he'd done so, she said, "Thanks," and headed for the bedroom. Cade watched her make her graceful way around the coffee table and through the bedroom doorway, then he noticed that Daphne was sitting by the backpack, staring at him. 

    He reached to give her some more attention, which Chloe --having finished stuffing her face for the moment --noticed immediately. She jumped up to get her share and noisily padded back and forth under his left hand as his right hand rubbed Daphne's ears and chin. 

    Some moments later, Helen again crossed the living room and opened the sliding glass doors that led to the back patio. She was gloriously nude except for a towel draped over her left arm and she gave him a grin as she stepped outside. 

    Giving Daphne and Chloe a last pat, Cade grinningly said, "Sorry, kitties, but duty calls," and headed to the bedroom he'd used before. He skinned out of his clothes and grabbed the towel he'd used after his shower, then followed Helen through the glass doors to the back patio. 

- End "Crystal River Witch" *

Abintra Press titles:

*
SCIENCE FICTION

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 1" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 2" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 3" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 4" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 5" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 6" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 7" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 8" 

"3rd World Products, Inc., Book 9" 

"An Encounter in Atlanta" 

"Assignment: ATLANTA" 

(A Sandy Shield Novel!)

"Bitten and Smitten" (Vampires!)

"HUNT CLUB" (Vampires!)

"In Service to a Goddess, Book 1" 

"In Service to a Goddess, Book 2" 

"In Service to a Goddess, Book 3" 

"In Service to a Goddess, Book 4" 

"STARDANCER" 

*

FICTION-EROTICA-ROMANCE

"Anne" 

"Crystal River Witch" 

"Dragonfly Run" 

"Field Decision" 

"Kim" 

"Mindy" 

*

COMING SOON:

"ANSEN" 

*

An index to articles and ebooks

may be found on our website:

http://www.AbintraPress.com

Abintra Press! 


cover.jpg
‘afucany vauia be Like & (65's Rippie-somenion, replote with losshaics
Cabie i the semons booth £eom the nedioniny of the fox. Borh were wesciag
Ehtore Jesna, bt while tha bruneita vars s ae-sLrC, the bionds sors shAL
o spaces banind ate's cot

e ara bean fouled by iong hats and discance. The brunscre ok

S o natx on ke acms ox Legs, Chin-iine eyebcous, and he dida’e valk
CaRale; Joagina by tha ey sne filies tha spper front of her smise






