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    A Very Quick Introduction:

    You are about to meet a few very special women. 

    They're women of strength, brains, and beauty who are charged with the protection of entire worlds and are subjects far more interesting (to me) than unicorns, dragons, or other "safe" fantasy creatures. A number of people (all women, so far) have emailed that they thought I must be a lesbian writing under a man's penname. This is not so, but... Since most lesbians seem to know about pleasing women, I consider such comments to be compliments. Thanks! (note that all refer to Chapter 3 as a basis for thinking so.)

    These ladies aren't super-powered Barbies. They possess dynamic libidos that are both a source of power and a weakness, which means that if you're underage or easily offended by moderately graphic depictions of sexual activity, you probably shouldn't be reading this stuff. I was a feminist before the first bra was burned in the sixties. (Yeah, that old...) 

    I don't like Cinderellas and Snow Whites, so the women in my stories are dynamic and powerful, intelligent and resourceful. 

    They certainly aren't passive frog-kissers. 

    Personal Opinion: If you've kissed too many frogs and found no prince, you may come to one (or more) of the following conclusions: 1: You aren't really a princess, or... 

    2: You're shopping in the wrong ponds, or... 

    3: Real princes avoid silly women who kiss frogs. Last note: This story occurred because, after all the editing I'd done within a certain on-line writer's group, they challenged me to write something in their genre. Now they're ragging me because I haven't written more. Oh, well... 

    End of Intro (told you it was quick)

Dedication: 

    I dedicate this book to E-book writers everywhere. We're on the bleeding edge of a new era in information dispensation and a brand-new century. 

* * *
Chapter One

    What's left of most of the money I ever had is invested in an old Texas farm. I went out there for some peace and quiet after a 27-year career as a mercenary. 

    Don't get me wrong about that. I was a Medic, even when I worked with SOG-types. I never shot anyone who wasn't trying to kill me or the wounded in my care. 

    One day I knew I needed some R & R time when too many ripped-apart kids came through my doors in the last African-tribal internecine squabble. I spent about a week trying to climb into just about any kind of booze bottle and I was never much of a drinker, so when I could think again, I guess I took my binge as some kind of a sign from within to get my then-45-year-old butt out of Africa. 

    When I went back to Texas a few years ago, I realized I was tired of being a merc, too, but I couldn't seem to figure out how to settle down, so I rented an apartment in Dallas and sort of hunkered down to give things some thought. It wasn't too long before I realized that I didn't fit worth a damn in the so-called "civilized" world. I was bored and unable to find a single legal thing to do or be that didn't seem superficial at best. I was always either

"over-qualified" or "in need of further training" when I applied for jobs or training programs. There was always some excuse. 

    One woman told me her real feelings in an interview: 

"You're scary, like the wolf in the barnyard was when I was a kid. It just appeared one night, stayed about two weeks somewhere nearby, and it even drove away a bear one night that was trying to get into the hen house. It never so much as growled at any of us and never did anything to our livestock, but it was a wolf, don't you see?" 

    Yeah, I guess so, lady... 

    That wolf was probably getting older, like me. 

    Looking for a safe, comfortable home, like me. 

    Looking for a suitable companion, like me. 

    But, as she said, "He was a wolf, don't you see?" Kind of like me... 

    Driving back from Fort Worth one night, I saw a bright light in the sky just before something landed in the road ahead of me hard enough to make me think I'd just seen a meteorite slam into the ground. When the curtains of dirt it kicked up had cleared, I could see that it had made a crater in the concrete of Eastbound I-30 big enough to eat my car whole, and it was all I could do to avoid driving straight into it. The grass on the side was wet and the old Ford I'd picked up as a get-around was sliding as if it were on ice. I treadled the brakes to avoid locking them and tried to steer with the fishtailing to keep from breaking into a spin. 

    The car finally slid to a stop so close to a pole that I could read the phone company's tiny warning sign about calling before digging in the area. It took me a minute to gather myself, there in the ditch and the dark. The final impetus to get out and move came from my bladder, which was crying to get rid of those last two beers from Ft. Worth. I was rinsing my left rear wheel when I noticed more lights converging overhead. One set of lights was a light plane, from the sound of it, and the other was a helicopter. They buzzed around overhead for a few minutes before the chopper began to descend near the crater. I reached in and flicked off the car lights to save the battery. 

    My car wasn't going anywhere for a while, mired as it was to its bumpers in the muck at the bottom of the ditch. I began trudging up the side of the embankment to get a look at whatever had almost hit me when something did hit me. 

    The chopper I was watching exploded in mid-air, sending a shockwave and debris in all directions. I got flat fast as all kinds of crap splattered around me and the burning remnants of the helicopter tumbled from the sky. I could hear the light plane coming back around, probably to see what happened and look for survivors. The plane was almost directly over the hole in the road when it, too, exploded in a fireball and plummeted to earth some distance north of the highway. 

    My experience finally kicked in and I scanned the area for someone with hardware capable of knocking aircraft out of the sky, not that I expected to see much so soon after two big doses of bright light. I saw nothing. Nobody. As the fire from the copter died down, the dark closed back in around me. I heard a sizzling noise behind me and had just turned to look when my car exploded. The blast lifted it from the mud and flipped the burning hulk end over end through the air. 

    That's when I saw headlights coming from the west. Three sets, staggered by distances. Each, in turn, became a mass of light for a few seconds. Somebody was shooting at anything that moved. 

    I hoped that whatever was at the bottom of that crater wasn't still too hot as I dove over the edge and slid down the crater wall... 

    ... and slammed to a halt against a tall, beautiful blonde woman who instantly grabbed me by the throat and held me well off the ground at arm's length, glaring at me. Her glare suddenly softened and she spoke. 

    "Sorry," she said, "I thought you were one of them." She appeared to be nude and was easily as tall as me, and I'm 6'2". I couldn't see a mark on her other than a few smudges of dirt, but I had to ask, "Are you all right?" 

    "I'm fine," she said tersely, "They missed. I won't miss." She looked at the sky above the crater rather intently, oblivious to her nakedness or me. 

    As my eyes adjusted to the dim light I saw she wore a silvery costume that covered only the barest of essentials by placements of a series of artfully-arranged strips. I logged that as just one more of the evening's surprises. 

    "What the hell do you mean 'they missed', lady? They blew up my car, whothehellever 'they' are, and some other cars, and a plane and a chopper. You got any idea how to get out of this hole alive?" At that moment someone appeared at the edge of the crater holding a weird-looking rifle. As he aimed it in our direction, I grabbed a handful of the crater crud, pushed the blonde out of the way, and threw the mix of fine dirt and gravel as hard as I could at the figure above us. The gun wavered as the man reflexively covered his face, and I was nearly to him before the rifle's muzzle swung back around to me. The end of the wide barrel looked more like a tunnel at that moment. 

    Looking up, I could see the 'fuck you' grin on his face as his trigger finger tightened. I knew without a doubt I was about to die, so I had to try. I grabbed for the barrel and pulled as hard as I could... and just wound up hanging there under the rifle barrel. The big bastard hadn't moved an inch, but he was laughing his guts out as he began to shake the weapon to loosen my grip. I hung on grimly, not wanting to again be in front of it. As he swung his arm up for another downward shake, I managed to wrap my legs around his arm almost to the shoulder and wrapped the rest of me around both the gun and his arm. 

    Kicking and punching at points that should have put him on the ground in agony or stopped his breathing had no effect. 

    I know I hit the marks, and some more than once, but he was beyond tough as I'd ever seen it defined in the flesh. Only my attempted strike at his eyes had seemed to really get his attention, so I struck again when I could reach them. 

    That seemed to change his mood. It wasn't funny anymore. He raised his gun arm and I realized he was about to slam me against the concrete edge of the crater, so I did the only thing I could. I let go and slid down his back, groping at my belt for my folding knife and flicking it open as I landed in a crouch. 

    When he swung around to face me, I straightened inside his arms and drove my knife into his throat and upward, trying to reach his brain from below. He failed to stop me, but the gun barrel hit me hard in the back of the head. I saw lots of stars and my vision dimmed as I shoved the knife in. It stopped against gristle, apparently wedged tightly between his neck vertebrae. In the spirit of 'If I go down, so do you', I threw myself at the crater with a solid grip on his shirt. We fell in together. 

    He had both hands at his throat and I managed to keep him beneath me as we slid down the crater wall. I didn't know where the gun went and didn't care; my only concern was killing that son of a bitch before I died. When we stopped sliding I could barely focus enough to realize I was sort of sitting on his chest. He was making gurgling noises and feebly pulling at my knife. 

    I waveringly aimed a kick as carefully as I could and used the arch of my sneaker to drive the knife in as far as it would go. A shudder passed through him and he went limp. Then I went limp. I fell back and mostly off him, my world condensing to a blackening haze and the ringing in my head so loud I almost couldn't hear the woman yelling at me. 

    "Are you all right?" she asked. 

    She wasn't yelling, it was just the way my whacked-on brain was processing her voice over the ringing in my head. I managed to sit up. She was standing over me, and even in my banged-up, semi-conscious condition, the sight of her took my breath away for a moment. When I tried to get up, my first effort failed and my head rang worse than ever. 

    "No," I said, "No, ma'am, I'm not even a little bit all right. I can barely hear you over all the noise in my head. I've met the woman of my dreams in the middle of a damned nightmare. If there's one of those guys, there are probably more around here, and I really don't think I can do that again tonight. We have to get the hell out of here." 

    She reached over to get a delicate grip on my knife with two fingers and pulled it out of the guy's throat. It dimly occurred to me that doing that should have required much more than two fingers and maybe both her hands. After carefully wiping the knife on his shirt, she silently handed it to me. She looked thoughtful as she watched me fold it and put it away, then she smiled. 

    "Woman of your dreams, huh? I'll bet you say that to all the girls. Would you like to leave now?" 

    She seemed not the least bit perturbed at our situation as she helped me up. Slinging the rifle on her shoulder, she pushed her hair back from her face, a motion that raised her breasts and framed her lovely face with her arms in the dim light from burning aircraft debris above the crater. I started to ask how the hell she expected to get out of this free-fire zone, but she put a finger on my lips and said, "Just a yes or no will do." 

    "Yes," I said, staring raptly at her. 

    She then picked me up like a child, crouched for a second, and jumped. We had to be a few hundred feet up when she said, "I'm going to need directions." After a look into her beautiful, confident eyes, I just pointed toward North Dallas. She leaned that direction and the lights of my area seemed to grow larger very quickly as we neared them. Only a few minutes passed before I was able to point out my building below and to the left of us. She corrected course and we landed on the roof. 

    She put me down and started to turn away, and suddenly I just couldn't let that happen. I practically leaped across the distance between us. 

    "WAIT!" I fairly shouted, grabbing her arm. It was like grasping velvet-covered steel, and I knew that she could simply shake my hand off her arm, but she stopped and turned to me with an amused look on her gorgeous face. 

    I lifted her hand to my lips and gently kissed it. I didn't let go of her hand as I gazed into her eyes. Her amused look disappeared, but she didn't pull her hand back. 

    "Before you leave," I said, "Words would take too long and say too little, and I know what my real chances were out there. You saved my life. Thank you." The amused look came back to her face as if I had said something mildly funny. 

    "Well," she said, "Maybe we're almost even, then. I'm just going to go get some other clothes and check in. I'll be back in a while, so put some coffee on. We have to talk." 

    She stepped back, blew me a kiss, then launched herself into the sky. As I watched her go, I realized she couldn't know which apartment was mine. SUCH a FOOL! I let her leave without telling her where I lived! I'd never see her again unless I bumped into her on the street. 

    At my apartment door the neighbor's cat slipped in past me as was his habit and made a bee-line for the kitchen. 

    "Hi, Fred. Bye, Fred," I said as he scooted past. I opened a beer that didn't taste good, recapped it and put it back, then opened a Coke instead, and poured a little milk for Fred. I remembered how confident she'd sounded about her return. 

    I thought, 'She said it as if she believed it. Why shouldn't I?' 

    So I put that pot of coffee on, using the excuse that it was 4:am and I'd drink it later anyway. Four aspirins, a few bites of yesterday's cold pizza, and some Coke later, I was relaxed enough to stretch out on the couch. Not long after I got flat on the couch, Fred stretched himself out on my chest and began to purr. I patted him a few times and let myself nod out, hoping my ringing bastard of a headache would be gone by morning. As I drifted off, I was thinking, "Yeah, but it felt so good to feel alive again..." 
Chapter Two

    The ringing wasn't only in my head as I woke. The phone. Fred was no longer on my chest and my right arm was asleep, so when I tried to lever myself up off the couch, it folded under me and I wound up between the coffee table and the couch. 

    I used my other arm to shove myself onto hands and knees and then answered the phone. I could smell breakfast cooking somewhere in the building and it made my stomach growl. 

    "Hello, and what time is it?" 

    I sat down in the chair next to the phone table and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. 

    "Eight-thirty, sir," said a woman, who then officiously asked for me by name. 

    "You got me. Who's this?" 

    "This is Officer Parks, DPD. Do you happen to know if your car is missing, sir?" 

    Warnings went off in my head as I remembered the night before. I decided to be cautious with information, just in case. Who'd believe me? 

    "Sure do. It's somewhere along I-30, probably just as dead as I left it. Are you going to tow it someplace? Will I have to pay to get it out of the pound?" 

    "Ah... No sir, you won't receive a ticket. May I ask how you got home?" To simplify my explanation I said, "A woman picked me up on I-30." I thought I heard a noise from the kitchen and figured Fred was nosing around for something edible. 

    "I see," said the lady cop, "It really wasn't too smart of her to pick up a stranger." 

    "Oh, I dunno, she seemed pretty capable to me." I heard another small noise from the kitchen. 

    "Sir, when would be a good time for you to come down to the station this morning?" 

    "This morning isn't so good, ma'am. I don't have a car at the moment, you know." 

    "I quite understand, sir," she said smoothly, "We have an officer who will pick you up if you'd prefer." 

    I noted her use of 'will' instead of 'can' or 'could' and continued to play dumb. 

    "Will I be arrested? It's off the road, isn't it? It was the middle of the night. There wasn't much else I could do." 

    Officer Parks hastened to clarify for me that I was not going to be arrested and that the location of the car wasn't a problem. She asked if I'd read the paper this morning. 

    I said since she had just wakened me, that was unlikely, so she went on to explain that there had been an incident on the highway and the police were investigating it, and they just wanted to ask me a few questions. We compromised with plans for a cop picking me up a little after noon to take me to the station. I made sure that she knew I wanted a ride home, too. Replacing the phone, I headed for the bathroom with the smell of someone's eggs cooking making me think about breakfast. 

    Pausing at the front door to let Fred out, I grabbed the paper off the mat and tossed it at the couch. Whatever had been written about the previous night's events could wait until I'd taken a leak and organized a cup of coffee. 

    I had aches and twinges of pain everywhere as I walked to the bathroom. I noticed my clothes were filthy and that there was blood on my shirt as I stood over the pot. That meant that last night wasn't altogether a bad dream. I took off my clothes and put on my swimsuit that I'd left hanging on a faucet handle to dry, then made a pile of the stuff from my pockets and dumped the clothes in the bathtub to be dealt with later. There was dried blood on my belt knife. I took a moment to scrub it in the sink. I was lost in trying to recall exactly what had happened out there on the road as I headed to the kitchen, so I was completely unprepared for what I found. 

    There was the woman of last night, sliding eggs out of a pan and onto a plate. She was wearing snug jeans and one of those 'University of Someplace' 

sweatshirts and she was standing in my kitchen, softly laughing at my expression. 

    I almost asked how she got in, then noticed the open window. Six floors up wouldn't mean much to her, would it? 

    "A woman picked you up on the road, huh? Well, that's true enough. I'm April." 

    She brushed past me with the plates on her way to the dining table. 

    "I already know who you are, Ed. I looked at your electric bill after I let myself in." 

    She called over her shoulder for me to bring the coffee and cups and whatever else I thought we'd need. 

    I tried not to stare during breakfast, but she was SO beautiful. I was lost in her eyes as memories of the night before kept cycling through my head. April seemed rather amused by the attention. Her foot bumped my shin. 

    "Hey," she said, "Eat. I'm not going anywhere for a while. Stare later." I snapped out of my reveries and forked up some egg. I found that I could eat if I didn't look at her too often or too long at one time. When we'd finished breakfast, I began to gather up the dishes, waving her off as she offered to help. 

    "You cooked, I'll clean," I said. 

    She smiled and I froze about halfway to the kitchen, my hands full of dishes. God, she was beautiful. 

    A fork fell off a plate and broke the spell by just missing my foot and sliding under the refrigerator. With my hands full, I couldn't pick it up, so I put the dishes on the counter by the sink and started back for it just as April rose from her chair. 

    April leaned to wrap her arms around the fridge, then lifted it upward with apparently very little effort. She casually reached a toe under the fridge and slid the fork clear, then set the fridge down as gently as she had lifted it. 

    I said nothing. Perhaps my eyes were open a bit wider than usual as April approached me with the fork. It seemed that every time I looked at her I became mesmerized by her. I wondered if I could ever look at her enough. We soaked up the first pot of coffee before the dishes were done, so I put together another pot. When it was ready, I carried it to the table and poured us each a fresh cup, then sat. April had been studying me for some time as I worked in the kitchen. 

    I wondered what she was thinking, and I worried a little, the same way I worried back in Junior High when Connie looked at me, hoping I could measure up to some unknown standards in her mind. 

    On the other hand, being there seemed to suit her purposes. 'Wait and watch', I told myself. 

    April began the conversation. "Do you know anything about me?" 

    "Not much," I said, "What you've told me this morning is about it, I guess. Your name is April, you fly, you're, um... unique, and you're very beautiful." 

    She made a face that said, 'yeah, we've kind of covered that' and seemed fairly surprised at my ignorance. 

    I shrugged. "Sorry. I've sort of been out of touch for most of the last decade. Stories about superwomen in America didn't seem too important in the middle of Africa." 

    "You didn't see anything in the papers or on TV?" 

    "No TV in the bush and not much news that didn't have to do with African issues." 

    "Africa. The bush? What were you doing there for so long?" It has been my experience that people who don't know much about Africa don't usually like the answers they receive to such questions. 

    "You really want to know? You probably won't enjoy hearing about it, ma'am." 

    She gazed across the table at me for a moment, then said, "Yeah. I'd like to know." 

    For some reason, I felt a slight sense of embarrassment as I told her of my years as a medic in the mercenary forces in and around several countries. 

    "So why'd you stop?" she asked bluntly, "You couldn't have run out of sick and wounded in a place like that." 

    "No," I said, smiling, "Never happen. I think wars will go on over there until there's only one live African left or until the continent sinks, which is more likely." 

    Then I told her about the school bus convoy that had been the target of mayhem one morning. I told her about the five busloads of M'Buto kids who'd been shot and hacked all to hell because of a tribal dispute, how quickly I'd run out of medical supplies, and the screams of the living and the silence of the dead. 

    I also told her how I'd tried to drown in several flavors of booze for a week or so afterward, of my self-prescribed "retirement", the loneliness when you're no longer of your own kind and belong to no other kind, and what it had been like to try to find a meaningful place in things in the civilian world. I laughed. "The 'previous employment history' on a job application... There's no point in lying to them 'cause they'll check you out, and I didn't officially exist from 1970 until I returned to the U.S." Then I told her about the farm I'd bought in Mesquite, Texas. I don't love the land there, or think it's particularly beautiful, but I'd helped one of my teachers install herself there when I was 16. 

    She remarried and moved to San Antonio and the farm had been rented out for years. It was for sale when I went to look her up. I don't really know why I bought it. 

    I tried living there for a while, but it was full of memories of a summer spent helping that 'older woman' (26 at the time) fix the place up and making sweet, lingering love with her almost every evening or weekend afternoon. Sound good? About a week there was more than enough. I rented it out and got an apartment in North Dallas. 

    There'd been a few women who tried me more out of curiosity, I think, than anything else. Cute, soft, fluffy, and generally senseless women who spent their off time by the pool, preening or tanning to keep their bait fresh. They were 'been nowhere, done nothing' sort of people who become somewhat uncomfortable around people who haven't lived fairly ordinary lives. It makes them wonder what they've missed, I guess, or makes them resent the fact that they never got out and around more in life. 

    April listened to all of it, then said, "History. All that can be no more than history if you want it to be. I saw a man attack an Aktion Beta armed with a particle rifle last night. What's more, he won. Above all that, he did it to save me." 

    A what? I knew what a particle beam was, more or less, but what the hell was an Aktion Beta? 

    "What the hell is an Aktion Beta?" I asked her, "And don't forget I was doing it to save me, too." 

    "Did you shove me aside when the Beta aimed at me? Did you charge up the slope with nothing but a handful of dirt as a weapon? Did you hang on and think of a way to succeed when there really didn't seem to be one?" 

    "Well," I said, fidgeting a bit, "I didn't have time to come up with a better plan. So what's a Beta? Other than big, strong, and all that?" 

    "Oh, yeah," she said, "All that. And then some, where you're concerned." April told me about Aktions being genetically human --but vastly enhanced and bred for war --and of her own race, also genetically enhanced, but trained to protect homeworlds. 

    It was a lot to absorb or even believe, but she seemed to be the living proof. 

    She concluded with a smile, "And, by the way, you're stuck with me now because you risked your life for me." 

    I blinked at that. She explained the custom of her people. At first, it seemed a bit hokey to me. How many times had I saved someone or been saved in 27 years of war? We'd just considered that sort of thing proper conduct in the field. 

    Yet here was a fabulous woman who probably hadn't been in serious danger anyway telling me that I had a claim on her because I did what I felt was needed to try to save us both. I told her how I felt about all this. 

    "I could be passing up a wonderful opportunity here," I said with a wry grin, "But I don't think I can work with that. I'm very happy to have met you and glad to have been of service, ma'am. You want to pay me back? Drop by now and then for a visit. From what you've told me, I'd just be a liability to you the first time one of the bad guys grabbed me." April's face changed and I was sure I'd pissed her off by treating the matter too lightly, even though I hadn't meant to. The coffee cup in her hand exploded and her other hand squeezed the metal arm of the chair so that it squealed. 

    Her eyes flashed brilliantly and I felt a warming sensation across my chest. I could smell singed hair and knew that I had, indeed, pissed her off. 

    "You're right but you're wrong," she said, enunciating every word distinctly, "You fully believed I was in danger and placed yourself between me and that danger at the obvious risk of your own life. That makes it a point of personal honor for me. Not many have refused such a gift as I offer you." April forced her fingers open and let the cup parts dribble on the table, then forced her other hand to release the chair. She laced her fingers together under her chin, elbows on the table, and gazed at me. I did NOT say, "...and maybe not many lived to tell of refusing..." Instead, I placed my hand on her arm. I looked right into her eyes as I apologized, then said, "I refused an obligation. Yours. You don't need personal liabilities, April. You have the whole world's butt to cover. What I'm saying is only that I'll just be in the way like a child in a combat zone, needing protection all the time. I'm too squashable." Her impassive stare made me wonder if I was getting through to her. 

    "April," I continued, "I'd just become a target because if they could get to me, they'd have gotten past you to do it. Or they'd be using me as bait. How would you feel about that? Remember who carried whom home last night? I may be a real bad-ass in my world, but in yours I'd be almost helpless without your constant protection." 

    April sat very still for a moment, as if considering her next words carefully. 

    "I realize that would be the case as you are now." The last four words were separately and distinctly pronounced. She continued, "But I can change you, enhance you, so that you wouldn't be quite so...squashable." 

    "Uh, huh," I said, sitting down. "Strong enough and tough enough to take on an Aktion Beta with reason to believe I'd win?" She nodded slightly. I thought about things as I got April another mug and refilled our coffees. 

    "Tell you what, milady... You're as close to a real goddess as I'm ever likely to meet, so if you can make me even reasonably useful to you and show me that I won't become a burden or a risk to you, I'll go for it. If that's what you really want, and aren't just following some old social custom, I'm all yours." 

    I waited for her response, which wasn't long in coming. One eyebrow rose as she sipped from my coffee cup. 

    "Do you always question everything you're offered?" she asked. 

    "Yeah, usually," I said, "But just tell me what to expect. Nothing like this comes without a big price. Do I have to spend a month in some kind of gene-machine or get a bunch of shots or what? Doesn't matter. Whatever it is, I'll do it." 

    I couldn't figure out what I'd said that was so damned funny that a goddess would choke on her coffee and roll on the floor laughing. 
Chapter Three

    Once she was able to stop laughing, April told me how my very genetic makeup would be changed and what I could reasonably expect as results. She went into great detail about all those things, but she left one major detail out of her description. 

    What she didn't tell me was the method by which these changes would be set in motion or when the "treatments" would begin. April just told me she would be setting things up as time permitted and would keep me informed. She also less than gently hinted that I needed a shower and a shave before I went out to greet the world. I bagged my clothes of the previous night and put them in the trash, then brushed my teeth while the shower water warmed up. Shoving the pile of stuff that had been in my pockets to the side, I stepped into the shower. A few moments later, I heard a click and peeked out. April had opened my Gerber folding knife and was intently examining the blade as if she'd never seen one. 

    I was wondering why it was so fascinating to her when I saw wisps of smoke rising. It took me a moment to realize she was burning the blade and mechanism clean with radiation from her eyes, the same radiation that had singed my chest. 

    "Thank you," I said, startling her. 

    She turned quickly and I almost ducked, but her gaze seemed normal enough by the time it got to me. 

    "Just trying to be helpful," she said, closing the knife. She placed it on the little pile of pocket-stuff and came over to the shower doors. Her gaze rested on my face for some moments. I wondered what she was thinking. 

    April suddenly grinned at me, then pulled her sweatshirt off over her head, "Don't hurry your shower, my friend." She quickly stripped off her shoes and pants and stepped into my shower. I was stunned. I was shocked. I was stiff like a teenager. I smelled the slight scent of wildflowers and honey through the steam and wondered where it came from. 

    She was laughing again and reaching for me. 

    "Gotcha," said April, which she had. 

    I started at the top of her, washing her hair, and then used the better part of a small bar of soap washing the rest of her, lavishing extra attentions to whatever part of her she extended to me as she presented them for lathering. 

    At some point I found myself on my knees before her, face-to-face, so to speak, with that most sensitive place women either cherish or hate about themselves. 

    Her golden floss didn't conceal the nub of passion that was beginning to protrude. I touched it gently; it throbbed with her pulse under my fingers. Following my impulses, I tasted her once, then again, and looked up to see how April was receiving this attention. She smiled and touched my face. I began gently licking. April squirmed to make it easier for me to reach. Suddenly the scent of wildflowers and honey was so strong that even the steam and soap couldn't mask it any more. In minor amazement I tasted the source and knew that if I were to die that moment, no moment of my life had ever been better. 

    My hands massaged and stroked her thighs and calves, my tongue massaged her very center and lapped hungrily for more of her, and my mind was no longer capable of entertaining a thought that was not of pleasing her. I wanted to be hers so thoroughly at that moment that nothing else in the world mattered. Some small voice in my head said, "Psychotropic reaction to pheromones," but I slammed the door on the little voice. 

    Didn't give a damn. Didn't want to know. Later, maybe, if I gave a damn then. 

    I bore down to the task of pleasuring this Superwoman as if my life depended on it, licking and stroking and kissing until her juices flowed freely. I drank of her and demanded more, greedily trying to lick and nibble all of her pleasure from her. 

    I reveled in the sounds she gave me, the grip of her thighs around my face and neck, and to some degree even in the thought that she could probably crush me when she came, and I continued to seek her finest pleasure between her wonderful and potentially deadly legs. 

    I didn't care. She was my world and her pleasure was my goal and if she accidentally crushed me, well, I-just-didn't-fucking-care, if only I could be what April wanted and needed most in the world until then. April made small sobbing noises that rose in pitch and frequency as she built to her climax. I gripped her thighs and worked even harder, or so it seemed, until she screamed softly and shuddered for what seemed an awful long time. 

    There was a gushing from her and a sympathetic gushing from me as the overwhelming wildflower and honey taste and smell of her flooded my senses. I came hard with her, spurting almost painfully. It really made no difference to me. None at all. Her hips were still bucking softly against my lips and tongue and I still wanted more of her. 

    I tried to match her moment by licking only gently and slowly. Every time my tongue passed over that fleshy nub she shuddered again. I gave her another long lick of appreciation and was gratified when she experienced what another lady of my acquaintance had called "rollergasms" because they seemed to roll over her like small ocean waves. After I'd gotten to my feet, I took her face in my hands and kissed her beautiful lips and whispered in her ear the words, "Thank you, my goddess." When I said those words, I meant them with all my heart. Pleasing April was the most wonderful experience I could remember ever having. She smiled at me and kissed me back. I completely forgot about the rapidly cooling water as I held her in my arms. 

    "What about you?" she asked. 

    I was still protruding well ahead of myself. 

    "What about me? I came with you and I'm freezing in here, and it hasn't gone down. You may definitely take that as a compliment." April smiled at my words. She was so beautiful I could have stood there admiring her until hypothermia set in, but April said, "Oh, you're right! Time to get out. You're shivering." 

    April seemed to enjoy the way I would find a stray drop and lick it off before I toweled that area dry. I found a great many stray drops as I dried her from head to toe, and when I finished, I rather eagerly offered to recheck my work. 

    We sat on the bed for some time talking about each others' worlds. I didn't mind learning she also appreciated women and had a few intimate female friends, but hearing that she had a male friend did bother me a bit. On the other hand, when I hadn't known it hadn't mattered, so I resolved it as a non-issue, at least for the moment. 

    I suddenly felt that however wonderful an experience I had just had, I had seen only the tip of that particular iceberg. If "enhancement" could make me sturdy enough to avoid being mashed to death between April's magnificent thighs, that would be reason enough to endure the procedure, however difficult it might be. 

    When I talked to the cops that afternoon, I told them only that my car had died and that I'd found a ride home. When they asked if I'd seen anything else, I mentioned the lights in the sky and said I'd thought they'd been aircraft above I-30. 

    In their usual eagerness to tell people as little as possible, the cops only confirmed the overflights before they then moved on to try to discuss my personal history. 

    I asked how that might have anything to do with last night, and the cop said that they wouldn't ask if it weren't important. I asked him how it was important. He asked me why I was withholding the information. I said he could call a number in DC and get all the info that anyone was allowed to have. He left to call the number and then came back to the room to hand me back my ID, the battered car tag, and have me sign the statement. I was then driven home. 

    April wasn't there when I returned. I sat back with Fred to digest what I'd learned and try to get a handle on the direction my life was taking. I could find no fault with it whatsoever. 

    All my life I'd been seeking some vague something that involved adventure and pleasure, but I'd never felt really fulfilled. I now faced not only both the common risks and pleasures, but also a new, expanded realm of passion that I'd never before experienced. 

    The popular causes of my youth hadn't impressed me much. I hadn't, for instance, given a rat's ass about trying to bring democracy to Vietnam. Most of my African experiences had simply been part of a job. While people around me had lived and died by someone else's leadership, I'd been there for training and a paycheck and had eventually simply walked away from it all. 

    I lived on a much more personal level and I'd been looking for something that hadn't ever been there to be discovered, but now it seemed that I'd found that something in the arms of a woman who'd come from the stars to protect Earth. 

    For the first time in my life I felt as if I was dedicating myself to something, except that it was a someone. I knew that wherever she led I would follow, and my fate was now inextricably intertwined with hers. I believed that my feelings about April would very likely become love if they hadn't already, and for the first time I was with a woman who could make me feel comfortable with and enjoy the concept of such a commitment. I realized that for a long time I'd just been going through the motions of living without having any particular reason for doing so. Now that April had entered in my life, I seemed to have reasons unending and I couldn't wait to get started living again. It was with some impatience that I waited for her return. I wanted to find out when we were going to begin those damned treatments that would enhance me. 

    I didn't care if they turned out to be torturous; I was ready for anything! 
Chapter Four

    Around mid-afternoon I plopped Fred on the coffee table and went to see about some lunch. Nothing in the fridge, nothing much on the shelves that wouldn't have to be mixed, cooked, or baked. 

    To hell with it. There was a Wendy's on the next corner. I took more aspirin for my still-expanding headache and stepped out to get a burger and fries and some sunshine. 

    Linda, a neighbor and poolside chatter, was going my way on the stairs. She'd tried me as 'between-boyfriends' entertainment a while back, but the new had worn off the relationship after a few months and we'd parted before things had become difficult. 

    We were now just acquaintances. Friendly, but only distantly so. We chatted on the way downstairs. Linda was more than a little bent about some guy failing to appear the night before. 

    Because of a few things she said about him, I suggested that he could have been involved in the events along I-30. I did not suggest that he could have been driving one of the cars that had been blown to bits. We parted company in the lobby. She was already skinning out of her robe as she passed the pool-deck doors on her way to one of the lounge chairs. 

    'So much for whosis,' I thought... 

    An open hand slammed into my chest as I turned away from her. Standing in front of me was a guy in his mid-twenties, about 6 feet tall by 3 feet wide with no neck and muscles on his muscles, and he seemed unhappy. I'd seen him around the apartments before with Linda, but not for the last few days. 

    "What the fuck are you doing with my girlfriend?" He bellowed the question. 

    I just stood there waiting in silence. You can't talk to such people; that isn't what they want when they open a conversation that way. He wanted Linda

--who was looking back into the lobby --to see him be Mr. Macho. Linda was coming back into the lobby, so I figured his next move would be physical. It was. He grabbed the front of my shirt and tried to yank me into his punch. 

    He was surprised when he missed. I jumped up and slammed my knee into his chin hard enough to rattle his teeth and snap his head back, then used the heel of my hand on his nose. 

    When my feet were back on the floor, I kicked the side of his knee hard and dragged him sideways and down. He hit the tile floor on his back, hard enough to jar the breath out of him. To make sure of things, I quickly slammed his head twice on the floor and then stepped back a few feet. He was gazing dumbly up and around when Linda came over to stand on the other side of him and look across at me as if re-appraising me. I ignored her in favor of keeping an eye on my erstwhile assailant. Linda said nothing for some moments, then looked down at Mr. Macho and said, "Asshole." 

    She then walked back to the pool deck without another word to either of us. 

    Asshole was getting up. I stood waiting to see what he'd do next, figuring he only had two choices; finishing what he'd started by winning or losing, or simply leaving without much discussion. 

    The guy looked at Linda, who was now in conference with some other woman, then at me. I said nothing. He pulled himself together and marched out the front door. 

    Linda appeared not to have noticed, but that was just an appearance. Her friend was giving her running commentary on the action in the lobby. I continued my journey to the restaurant, keeping an eye out for Mr. Macho, and spotted him not far from the doorway, leaning on a silver Porsche at the curb. 

    That figured, I thought. An ego-toy. I stopped near him and pretended to give a damn about the car for a moment. He glared at me, but he said nothing. 

    "She set you up," I told him, "Me, too. Either way, you'd have lost. Beat me up and go to jail or lose and be embarrassed. I think her friend let her know you were waiting and she came down with the first man who was headed downstairs. She just used us both." 

    He still didn't say anything. I had the feeling he had intended to, probably the usual sort of "gonna get you" stuff. He seemed to deflate a bit, then got in his car and drove away. 

    No screeching tires, no finger. All he'd needed was a reason, and he had it. He may have heard she'd had a date last night and thought I was the guy. Whatever. I continued on to the Wendy's. 

    Lunch provided some time to think outside the apartment about April. Why me? That cultural custom, first, obviously. But I'd made a specific effort to let April walk away from it with her sense of honor intact. Again, why me? 

    Second possible reason: She liked my "Yes, goddess," attitude and maybe saw something else in me that I was overlooking. 

    Third possibility: She simply wanted someone like me for backup. Fourth possible: All of the above and more. 

    I soon realized that I was questioning my worth to her, not her reasons, and gave up that quest as both useless and meaningless, since I felt that I'd already taken this lady's shilling and could think of no better way to spend my remaining years, even if she marched us into hell itself. After all, as they say, "Been there, dunnit, and didn't even get a t-shirt." 

    Her ongoing war against the Aktions could be no worse than my preceding years in various wars around the world, and the benefits package was pretty wonderful. 

    In our shower a door of some sort had opened within me. I had discovered that pleasing this particular woman was worth my life to me. Doing and being for her would likely be what my life was all about from here on. I began to dissect my motivations. In my life I'd always managed to know why I was wherever doing whatever. Not this time. I'd responded to her wholly and immediately and it was slightly confusing. 

    Never in my life had I embraced any cause or faction or person this way. Always there had been some measure of restraint, usually quite large, that left open to me the option to renegotiate or rescind my commitments if necessary. 

    Not this time. I wondered if April had this effect on others, and if so, how many others had joined her. Was I part of an army of enhancees who were like drones in thrall to a queen bee? 

    She had admitted being an alien of sorts, genetically created from human stock, but created elsewhere in the universe. I had only her words to go by, yet I had jumped at the chance to be with her. 

    By the time I'd returned to the apartment, no new answers had appeared, and no April awaited me there. I was a little worried about my headache, too. Instead of fading with time, it seemed to be getting steadily worse. I was beginning to wonder if that rifle had smacked me harder than it had seemed at the time. 

    My vision became a little blurry and a huge wave of vertigo made me sit at the table for a few minutes until it passed. 

    There was a knock at the door. When I rose to answer it, I staggered and straightened and managed to get to the door, but then couldn't coordinate enough to manage the deadbolt lock. 

    My head was splitting in agony, sweat was pouring off me, and my knees collapsed, but the dizziness was what finally put me flat, feeling as if I were hanging onto the floor. I couldn't make my voice work to tell whoever was out there to call 911. Unconsciousness was a relief when it finally arrived. 

******

    Heading 270 degrees, due west. The jungle spread itself out beneath us like a dark emerald. Hanging onto the M-60 and leaning out to see under the slick. The jungle below seems to go on forever. 

    Cool air up here. Always glad to be off the ground, out of the mind-numbing heat or the driving goddamn monsoon rains. Away from that red-clay shit that caked up inches thick on the soles of your boots when it wasn't so dry it coated everything and blew in your eyes and up your nose. Up and away from all the crap details and flying along in one of the finest toys ever invented, the UH-1D helicopter. An off-duty medic who'd snagged a ride back to base with a six-pack of unofficially-appropriated officers' beer. 

    Can't ride for free, though. The medic is also a door gunner this trip. Quick, sharp raps on the deck and tail of the chopper. Jagged holes in the bird's skin behind the sliding door. One of the five-gallon gas cans is leaking. 

    "We're hit, Cap. Half a dozen in the deck; one clipped a gas can that I'm cutting loose now, so don't panic if you smell it. Okay, clear. Don't see any really bad hits, Cap." 

    I aim the M-60 at the falling can and give it a few rounds, grinning when a tracer makes the tumbling can explode in mid-air behind and beneath us. 

    "What's your target, gunner?" 

    "Shot the gas can, Cap. No target yet." 

    "Roj. We're gonna go back and have a look. Gracie Two is upstairs and a couple of fastmovers are on tap. If you see anything down there, light it up." 

    "I'm on it, Cap." 

    Swingaround time, and Cap thinks he's driving a fucking sportscar, as usual. I hang on the '60 and lean out to scan the bush as we begin orbiting the zone. The idea is to draw fire so we can spot the enemy and either take him out or let the others do it. 

    Success, of a sort. It isn't long before there are more sharp raps and more holes appear in the deck and walls. I think I spot his position and put some rounds on it. No return fire from below. 

    "That little fucker can shoot, Cap. He got us again." 

    "Well, you did say you wanted some fresh air, Gunner." 

    "If he hits my beer, I'm going down there in person." Cap and JJ laugh at that. 

    I finally get a lineup on something moving, so I put some rounds on the spot. Wait one. Wait two. Nothing happens, of course. If it's the shooter, he's waiting for a good lineup, too. 

    "Anything yet?" 

    "Can't tell, Cap. Whoops, hold one..." Movement again. I put some more rounds on that position. Nothing moving now. The orbit is getting old without real results. 

    "Still can't be sure, Cap. Better call it in." Radio chatter and I don't hear the jets coming in, but all of a sudden they're passing us, dropping tanks that seem to fall for ages. I try to imagine what it must be like to be watching from where they're going to land. The jungle lights up with napalm that seems to spread everydamnwhere down there. Cap talks to the jets. 

    "That was smack on target, guys. They oughta let you do that for a living." 

    "Copy that, Gracie One, y'all can thank us at happy hour. See ya." Then the jets are gone and we're just flapping along with the wind whistling through the modifications to our bird. The base appears too soon. I like it up here. 

    I'm tossing a beer can out when rounds start peppering us from the left. The helicopter lurches sideways hard, then levels off. Rubbing where a strap had bitten into me, I think of all the times I haven't been strapped in and probably would have been out the side door. Yells from up front, rounds hitting us again from the front and both sides. A round slams into the '60 and now the slide won't move. I get away from the door and rehook at the wall before grabbing my rifle. The engine sounds very wrong and I smell fuel. 

    JJ says, "Gunner, we're hit bad. Get up here." I grab my medikit and go. 

    Up front there's no left windshield and I find that Cap's hit as bad as it ever gets. All I can do is tuck his arms into his straps to keep them away from the controls. The cyclic handle was hit, too; probably what made us lurch so hard. 

    JJ is right-seat this trip and has two hits of his own. I tie off his left arm and try to tie his leg, but he's busy fighting the controls and can't spare the time, even though his blood is gushing out. Finally get his leg tied off, too. JJ spares Cap a quick glance. 

    "How's Cap?" 

    "Gone." 

    "Shit." His one-word answer through gritted teeth sums things up perfectly. 

    JJ's in agony, but I can't morphine-syrette him in the air. The firebase is coming up fast. We're almost to the river. 

    "The river," he says. "We're only fifty feet up. Jump!" I looked at the altimeter. Closer to a hundred feet. I look at JJ. He's fighting to keep the crippled bird in the air and on course and can't leave his seat. I start to unbuckle him and he swats my hand away. 

    He starts to say something but has to cough hard, then spits blood at the floor. There are two jagged holes in the hull near his right elbow. I try to get a look on his right side, but he argues with me. 

    "You can't fix it. Gotta set down. Get out of here." I was trying to think of something to do, but he was right. If he couldn't land at the base, he wouldn't survive long enough to be fished out of the river and carried up the hill to the dispensary. 

    "Do it," he says, "If I don't make it, you tell my wife..." He coughs and spits blood again. 

    "Yeah, JJ. You know I will. Good luck, man." I pat his shoulder and get to the door. Water below, so I jump. Land too flat. Feels like concrete when I hit on my side and get the air knocked out of me. I get back to the surface and look for JJ as I try to swim. As he nears the pad, it looks as if he's going to make it, but then the dying bird starts to roll, a blade hits the pad and splinters, and that's all. The chopper drops the last few feet to the ground and a fireball takes it all. Hands pull me out of the river. 

******

    "Oh, good, you're back," says a woman's familiar voice. As the room came into focus I saw a blonde, with a hand on my face, a hand on my arm. Eyes so blue...piercing gaze. 

    "You're so beautiful," I mumble, "So beautiful." The word seems thoroughly inadequate to describe her. I try to think of a better one, but it's all I can manage, so I tell her again as I try to sit up, 

"Beautiful," and only increase the pounding in my head enough to make me fall back in the bed. 

    Bed? Blonde? Can't be heaven or hell 'cause they don't issue blondes, so I'm still alive. Dead probably wouldn't hurt so much. The light in the room seems to scald my eyes. I cover my eyes when I can find them with my wavering hands. No strength at all. What the hell's wrong with me? 

    "Feels like malaria," I said, wiping my eyes, "With all my bones broken, too..." 

    I tried to move and rolled onto my beltknife. I was in bed, still dressed? 

No, not completely. Just my pants and socks. The bed was soaked from my waist to my pillow with sweat. There were wet towels on the floor by the bed, too. I felt lightheaded and thirsty as hell. 

    "Had a lousy dream," I said, "The helicopter going down on the road must have brought back some memories. What happened, April?" 

    "I found you passed out on the floor and didn't bother about anything but getting you into the bed. You've been either out cold or raving since yesterday. I was about to take you to the hospital." April indicated my pants and said, "I was going to dress you rather than take you across town naked. I got as far as your pants..." She glanced away as she said, "You may have had an allergic reaction." 

    "Allergic reaction? To what?" 

    I was trying to think of everything I'd eaten or encountered that might have triggered a reaction. Nothing came to mind. 

    "To me, I think," she said, "Sort of." 

    "You?" 

    I was frankly incredulous. I picked up the Coke can on the bedside table. It was empty. April took it from me and went to the kitchen, returning a few moments later with the fridge pitcher and a glass. 

    "Yes, me," said April, "Either a true allergy or a kind of genetic whiplash." 

    She handed me a glass of water, which I drained quickly and held out for more. I drank about four glasses before I spoke again. 

    "I can't accept that," I said, "I was all set to sign on with you for life, lady. I've discovered that you seem to be all I've ever wanted all my life and now that I've found you, you tell me I'm allergic to you?" 

    "Well, accept it," said April, "And try to take it easy. It happened, but it may not be a permanent problem, and in any case I'm not going to let you off that easy." 

    "What did you mean by 'sort of'?" 

    April finally explained to me the method by which enhancees were created. 

    "Certain juices at the moment of my orgasm contain a genetic retro-virus that re-engineers people." 

    I know I looked altogether incredulous again, but she assured me it was so. 

    "Oh, no. Oh, jeez," I said, "I'm too old and set in my ways to develop an allergy to pussy, especially yours, the one that happens to belong to my new goddess." 

    April laughed. 

    "I really doubt that you've developed a pussy allergy," April smiled as she wiped my face with a cool cloth. "Now take it easy, you still have a fever." 

    "Yeah, well, I do still feel like hell," I said, but I was able to remain sitting up and seemed to be losing some of the aches in my head and body. In fact, I was beginning to feel better in general. My hands had stopped shaking and my vision was clearing. I was still sweating, but even that was slacking off. 

    "April, are you telling me that you let me imagine whatever I could about being treated to become enhanced, that you "treated" me in the shower, and that I now I'm having a rather severe allergic reaction to it?" April nodded. I lowered my feet to the floor, preparing to make a trip to the bathroom. April stood by silently with her hand on my arm, ready to help if necessary. 

    I asked, "And now you say that it may not be a permanent reaction, in effect asking me if I might want to try something again that seems to have nearly killed me the first time?" 

    I looked into her lovely face for her response. She made a 'What can I say?' face at me and shrugged. 

    Reaching to touch her lips and to trace the line of her cheek, I smiled and said, "Okay." 

    The surprise at such a quick response showed well on her face. 

    "Okay? Just like that?" she asked, "Are you sure?" 

    "Yup. Maybe I'll live through it again, maybe not. Maybe it will work next time. I have to try if you'll let me. I couldn't live with myself if I passed on this." 

    I managed not to totter too much as I made my way to the bathroom. 

    "Am I some kind of challenge, now?" she asked. I felt a slight distancing of her from me in her tone and her touch. I stopped and looked at her for a moment. 

    "No. Not you, April. The enhancement process may turn out to be a deathmatch. Yesterday afternoon I discovered that I want nothing more than being pretty much yours altogether, and since I can't be a liability to you, I have to beat this thing. So I'll beat it or you can turn whatever's left of me over to the Dallas County morgue." 

    I don't know what April was thinking as I spoke, but she was staring at me. I'd guess that a woman like April has heard all sorts of compliments, lines, and other declarations from love-or-lust-struck men, but this was probably the first time a man had deliberately planned a second and possibly fatal trip into his own personal hell just to be able to stay with her. April graciously let me proceed alone into the bathroom, waiting by the door to make sure I'd stay upright. I was feeling much better for having been up and moving, but my clothes felt stuck to my body and I could smell the fever sweat drying on me, so I started undressing for a shower. 

    "I'm going to clean up," I said, "And then I'd like to talk about how soon to try again." 

    April said she'd put on some coffee and check on me in a few minutes, then gave me an odd look before she headed to the kitchen. I had washed most of the fever scum off when the water turned a bit cold. Somebody probably flushed nearby, I thought, and I reached to turn up the hot water. 

    The lever came off in my hand. I looked at the bottom of it and saw it had not just come off, it had broken off. I tried jamming it onto the mechanism to get enough traction to turn the water off, but the faucet assembly suddenly sank into the wall with crunching noises and splitting tiles. The water was becoming scalding hot, so I tried pinching the remains of the stem and twisting it back. You could say I was successful. I yelled, "Oh, shit!" as the water went ice cold and I slapped the cold water handle to the off position and apparently a bit beyond that. The handle went skittering around the tub enclosure like a crazed missile, and I was almost dancing to keep my feet away from it. April appeared almost instantly. She quickly surveyed the damage, pinch-gripped the ends of the faucet controls, and turned them both off. I was just staring in amazement at my handiwork when she said, "I thought you'd fallen or something. You'd better be careful how you handle things for a while. I take it you're feeling a little better?" 

    "Guess so," I said, touching the damaged wall, "I seem to be recovering somewhat, anyway." 

    "You'll be repairing, too, if you aren't more careful," said April with a grin. Her hand wrapped around my dick and gave a little squeeze. "Maybe things aren't as bad as we feared they might be." 
Chapter Five

    I replaced the shower fixtures that afternoon with a set from a local hardware store. During the installation I deliberately gave the assembly a whack that broke some more plasterboard. April was sitting on the commode, watching and talking about my rate of change. My action startled her to silence. 

    "Sorry," I said, "But I don't like lying to people. I want to be able to truthfully say that I damaged the wall while installing these new fixtures." April raised an eyebrow at me, but she said nothing. Our discussion continued. She said that she wouldn't let me try again right away; that one such treatment should be enough, since the virus was self-replicating, and that she wouldn't knowingly give me a chance to wind up "in the Dallas County morgue". 

    She also said she was talking with some people who could possibly help figure out what went wrong. 

    Her words made sense. One dose should do it, which made the whole conversion simply a matter of time, so discussion of another attempt simply became a euphemism for me trying to get another taste of her. April said she was leery of dosing me again because I'd had such a severe and unusual reaction to the first one, even though I should already be undergoing any and all renovations that were possible. Over the next few days she dropped in as she was able between missions and whatever else was going on in her life. I had the feeling that she wasn't telling me about 90% of anything, which is the same feeling I used to get when we had been sent into situations that could be rather difficult. (i.e.; hard to return from...)

    She maintained a distance of sorts that was almost palpable at times. Ever been the dumpee in a relationship? That's how it felt. Like the beginning of the end... I felt as if I'd gained a little enhancement and lost the entire reason for it. 

    I even toyed with the idea of asking her to leave if she really believed that further progress was impossible. April's total refusal to allow an attempt would have made me insist, but she hadn't actually refused. She kept saying "maybe later", no matter how I tried to sway her opinion. That was enough to keep me from asking her to leave me to my fate, whatever it might be. 

    I seemed to need less sleep than ever before and my dreams were becoming disturbingly vivid in detail. One such dream proved to be the turning point in April's decision-making process. 

    April popped in about 7:30 on the morning of the third day after the fever. She found me hovering above the bed, floundering in my sleep. Her shriek of surprise woke me and I plummeted back to the bed as my dream quickly faded. 

    It had been the dream with the downed helicopter again, but this time I was hanging in the air above the river after I jumped, trying to figure out how to use my newfound ability quickly enough to save JJ. When the dream stopped, so did my hovering above the bed, but at least I didn't have to go through seeing JJ's chopper burst into flames again. 

    "You were levitating!" yelled April, arriving at my bedside in a split-second. She had a helluva grip on my upper arms and was shaking me. I was still half-asleep. I mumbled, "Hey, I'm sorry," feeling I was being accused of something. Levitating? Apparently that wasn't on the agenda. 

    "No, no," she said, "You were LEVITATING. Enhancees don't fly!" 

    "I was? They don't? You're sure?" 

    "Oh, sit up, dammit! We have to talk!" Her shaking of me collapsed the bed, which woke me pretty thoroughly. I climbed to the edge of the wrecked bed and sat there. She was gazing intently at my chest. I got a little nervous remembering the hair I'd lost once to her gaze. 

    "Uh, April...be careful, there, okay?" 

    "Sit still," she said, "I'm looking for something." I sat still, generally admiring her as she examined me. A moment later, she mumbled a few words in a language I didn't understand and almost flew to the phone. 

    Her conversation with whomever was quick and unintelligible, in the same odd language, and very animated. She quickly dialed another number and repeated the conversation with someone else. 

    I decided to make use of the time by cleaning myself up a bit. As I passed my window, I heard a light thump. Another tall blonde was standing on the window ledge, tapping on the glass. 

    She then pointed at the window handle with an expression of impatience. She was dressed in a costume like April's, a rather skimpy outfit that would have been perfect for a beach. 

    I opened the window for her like a true gentleman, waving her inside with a flourish. She rather humorlessly eyed me up and down, then focused on my chest. I rather humorously eyed her up and down, focusing mostly on her gorgeous legs. 

    "I see it, April," she said, glancing at the lump forming under my belt buckle, "And except for some unrelated swelling, he seems healthy enough now." Meeting my gaze, she said tersely, "I'm Sara. You flew?" She stood there awaiting an answer without the slightest doubt that I'd cooperate fully, the tone of her words about the same as if she were a cop or a medic gathering facts at a traffic accident. 

    "April says I was, and I was dreaming about it at the time." Sara had me tell her about the experience while April was on the phone to yet another somebody. She questioned me about other changes, but I really didn't have much to add. I generally described the previous week to her. 

    "Well, you seem real enough, but I'm a bit of a skeptic," she said, reaching for my left hand, "Mind if I try a few things that might hurt a little?" 

    Before I could say no, she took my hand and drew her fingernail across my palm like a knife. It hurt. It hurt a lot. I expected to see blood and raw meat. Instead, I saw my palm as it was before, uninjured, with no more than a fading reddish line across it. 

    "Give me a penny," she said. 

    "Why? Do I have to pay you for that?" 

    With a roll of her eyes, she said, "I want to find out something. Just give me the damned penny." 

    I reached in my pocket and handed her a penny. Sara then placed the penny in the center of my hand and focused her eyes on it. The penny got hot pretty quickly, then suddenly turned to a glob of copper and slid off my hand into hers, where it sat smoking as it cooled. As soon as it had solidified, she snap-tossed it at me. I caught the copper blob only an inch or two from my chest. It made a loud "whap!" sound when it hit the middle of my hand. 

    Sara seemed to be moving in slow motion as her pitching arm descended to her side. A bird flying past the window took what seemed to be long seconds to pass. I dropped the copper blob and was able to count to eight "thousands" before it hit the floor. When I looked back at Sara, she was grinning at me. The world snapped back into focus. 

    "That was mostly for your benefit," said Sara, still grinning at me, "I tried to cut you slightly and couldn't, but the real test was radiation and heat. Then I tested your reflexes. That bit of copper was moving as fast as a bullet." 

    Sara didn't give me time to think of anything sarcastic to say about almost being shot with a melted penny. Her next words were as matter-of-fact as before as she held out her hand at shoulder height. 

    "Now push up on my hand," she said, waggling her delicate-looking fingers. I put my hand under hers and pushed up, as instructed. It was like trying to lift a building, as far as I was concerned. She kept grinning at me, too, damn it. Her arm didn't move an inch, but it did begin to swell a bit. April was watching, so I put all I had into it. 

    The floor was creaking and groaning, and just as I was about to get under Sara's hand and really put my back into it, she said, "Okay. Relax." I was breathing like a racehorse after a hard run. Damn, these women were strong! Sara seemed to do some mental calculations, then turned to April. 

    "I thought you said he hadn't changed much." April came over to us, staring at me the whole time. 

    "He didn't seem to be, and after his reaction and illness, I was kind of leery about testing him." 

    "Understandable. Any other changes apparent?" 

    "No. Not until I found him above the bed, that is." The two women began chatting about me. I decided to take a leak and get a coffee and just sort of kibitz until they happened to remember that I was there. 

    It was obvious that some major changes had occurred within me, unnoticed by April or me over the last few days. That, or they'd happened overnight. In the bathroom, I discovered I didn't need a shave. For the first time since I was about 17, I didn't need a shave in the morning. Close examination turned up not one over-long stub. I rubbed my face in amazement and put the razor back on the shelf, distinctly remembering that I'd had to shave the day before. 

    As I stood brushing my teeth, the running water made it difficult to hear what they were saying about me. I tried to tune it out, typically a useless sort of effort, but suddenly

I could hear every word clearly. The matter of my levitating had apparently either been covered or bypassed. 

    April was saying, "...and he may be one of the nicest guys I've ever met, I think, but... well, he's been looking for a long time for something he couldn't find or define. He thinks I'm it. As much as I may owe him by custom, now I wonder if this is really the best thing for him." 

    "Wonder all you want," Sara said with a sardonic laugh, "It's too damn late now, isn't it? Why wouldn't it be the best thing for him? I'd hate to disillusion you, April, but to many people out there, we are goddesses, if not devils. We can't help being what we are and they can't help their perceptions of us." 

    Sara's voice dropped to a near-whisper. 

    "And, anyway, I think it's all rather touching and sweet. The old wolf found a beautiful, willing woman to call his purpose in life. You have a man here who was looking for someone on whom to spend his loyalty and courage and love. Is that so wrong?" 

    "I don't know, Sara. If he begins to think he really loves me..." 

    "He might. He might be right, too, you know. That's for him to decide. So what if he does? You like him, and he won't be..." I didn't wait to find out what I wouldn't be. Without leaving the bathroom, I asked them to continue the conversation where I couldn't hear it or change the subject for a while. 

    After a final check of my unshaven face, I headed to the kitchen for coffee. The ladies stood near each other by the window. April was looking a little embarrassed and Sara was giggling softly at her. 

    "Do you drink coffee, Sara?" I asked, pouring three cups anyway and carrying them to the table, pulling chairs out for the ladies. Once we were all seated, I spoke to them. 

    "You're each as beautiful as the other. As strong, too, probably, and as determined of mind and spirit, if you're friends in the manner I expect. I don't think either of you could accept less in a true companion." I held up my hand against interruption as I took a sip of coffee. 

    "I think either of you could have been at the bottom of that crater and I'd have probably been just as taken by that one at the time, BUT..." I paused, "While all that has been said seems true, I'm still a thinking human being, not a Doberman with limited reasoning ability. Like, love, enhancement bonding, or whatever... If I'm a liability to you I won't be able to stay with you anyway, so why not just tell me if the enhancement worked well enough?" Nobody said anything for a spell, then Sara spoke up with, "He'll do just fine, April, and if you have any doubts, you just send him to me. Gotta go. Bye!" 

    I noticed and admired her legs and butt as Sara drifted through the window into the open sky. No fancy gestures, no arms over the head like a diver, just a look to see that the way was clear and up she went. Absolutely cool. When I looked back at April, there was a sharpness to her gaze. 'Oops,' I thought. "What?" I asked, heading back to the table. 

    "EITHER of us? Just like that? Whoever showed up first got you?" There was a sharpness to her voice, too... so I tried humor. 

    "Woof," I said, "Just call me Fritz the Wonder-Dober. A dumb, impressionable, human-type male, sucker for the first cute, nearly-naked goddess who flies by." 

    April realized I was kidding her, but I sort of held my breath while the gears turned in her head. Her gaze never wavered, but began to soften a bit. 

    "Yeah, I see what you mean," she said, "We are pretty much alike, aren't we? Or at least we would seem so to a dumb, impressionable, human-type male." She fed my words back to me with a small smile, then asked, "You don't see any differences?" 

    "Differences? Almost none and all superficial. You're both goddesses to me, but Sara doesn't really seem to be quite as engaging or warm. Her personality has some hard spots, like someone who may be wearing a mask all the time." 

    I sipped my coffee and continued, "To Sara, I suppose your custom would have meant fulfilling an obligation more than anything else in my case. I'm not some under-30 cute guy, I'm a cute guy who is approaching retirement age." April smiled at that. "Well, she doesn't seem to feel that way now, does she?" She was tensely tapping on her coffee mug. I feared for that mug. 

    "Something..." I said, to get her attention, "You could be precise clones of each other physically, and damned near are, but you're still individuals. To some degree, all people think alike. Narrow it down with training and goals and concerns, as with soldiers of any sort, even superwomen." I paused to reach for her hand. The mug hand. 

    "Thinking becomes even more alike. It has to. Now create very few of these beings and give them each a world of lesser beings to defend, usually alone, and see if the thinking and the reasoning doesn't narrow even more. That's to be expected. You're actually quite different from the others because you don't concern yourself with only one real lifelong task. You're one of them, but you're also their Scribe." 

    "Big deal, I take notes," she said, taking her hand back and tapping again. 

    "Big deal, indeed," I said, "Being a scribe may seem a small thing to you sometimes, I'm sure, but consider this...you get to see their every fuckup without having to make it yourself. You see their shortcomings and know where not to put your own feet. You share the same goal, so you share in their winnings by helping when you can or making sure the record is right when you can't." 

    I reached to lift her face and look into her eyes for my next words. 

    "But nobody wins all the time, April, and when one of those Goddesses goes down, knowing in her last moments of life that it's the end for her, that she'll never see her home, her friends, her lover, or her world again, she can be sure that those of her own kind and many others will know of her passing and mourn for her, and that she will be remembered well and never be forgotten." 

    I leaned to kiss her upturned mouth softly once, then again, and said, 

"Because of you, April. Take it from one who's been too close too often. That means a lot." 

    There was a mistiness in April's eyes as she rose from the table. Hell, there was a mistiness in mine, too. I never know what I'm going to say until I've said it, and sometimes it surprises me as much as others to hear myself. All I can do is speak as I feel and think and hope for the best, trying to temper my words when angry and to be fairly accurate otherwise. Her hand trembled slightly as she reached for mine. 

    "Come here," she said, and she wrapped her arms around me and held me close for quite a while. Her touch was gentle and her breath was warm on my shoulder. "Thank you, Ed. You make what I do sound so special." 

    "I thought it might be worth saying," I said, "I noticed you weren't altogether happy when I noticed Sara's legs. That didn't match with what you told me earlier about your team-camaraderie and the rest of it." April sighed. "I'm here by accident, Ed. I'm not quite as 'super' as the others. I was trained as a Scribe, not a warrior, and I know what you meant by

'child in a combat zone'. A friend was almost killed once trying to protect me in a battle. And Sara would take you in a heartbeat if you wanted to go to her." 

    I had to laugh at that. "Sorry," I said, "But given the choice between the two of you at this very moment, I'd choose you without doubt or hesitation." April's eyebrow rose like a question mark. 

    "Simple," I said, "Your voice feels warm and good inside me, like Kathleen Turner's; Sara sounds like that woman who does the nightly news to me. She stood next to me and I felt nothing special, but I'm drawn to you like steel to a magnet. She's beautiful, but her presence doesn't stir me. Yours does. Wanna see?" 

    April was actually blushing slightly while she laughed. 

    "Everybody gets a chance to be new at least once," I continued, "And given the kind of work you do, I'd bet you've done as much for others now and then as they have for you... Like maybe when brute strength wasn't worth quite as much as brains?" 

    I held April's face in my hands as I spoke, "I know the others aren't stupid, but people get in the habit of using their strongest attributes by default. It seems likely to me that a savvy enemy would realize that and sooner or later one of the other ladies would need a rescue. You'd automatically use a bit less muscle and a bit more thought." 

    "This," said April, poking my chest, "Is starting to sound a lot like flattery." 

    I held her hand to my face and kissed it, then kissed my way up her arm. She tilted her head back to allow me to lavish her with kisses all the way up to her chin. 

    When I reached her ear, I whispered, "Could be I was hoping for another treatment... Or, could be," I switched ears, "That all I ever wanted in life was to find a woman like you who could fill the void that nothing else has filled." 

    "Could be you're just good with words, too," she said, but she didn't pull away as I began kissing my way down the other side of her throat to her other arm, "And could be you're just feeling horny." 

    "Well, in fairness there is that to consider, I guess," I said, tracing the line of her cheek and jaw, "But there's only one way to be absolutely sure." I leaned to kiss her shoulder and throat again, letting my fingers drift lightly down her arms. 

    "And just how would that be?" she asked, her eyes following my fingers' 

progress. 

    "Well," I said, "If I still act this way about you a decade from now, I guess you'll know I was telling the truth, right?" I kissed the pulse in her wrist and continued, "Which means you have to keep me around so you can find out, right?" 

    I kissed the palm of her hand and held it to my face. 

    "Of course, this means I'd have to place my entire fate in the hands of your libido and curiosity at first, and strive to secure a place in your heart." 

    I brushed my lips lightly across hers and looked into her eyes, "And I kind of like that idea. Do you think you could give me a chance to do that?" I moved behind her, kissing her shoulders and neck and tracing small lines and circles across her back. Pushing her silken hair to one side I flicked the nape of her neck with my tongue, deeply inhaling the heady wildflowers and honey scent of her, and I knew that something in me had bonded to her forever. I barely heard her next words. 

    "Could be," said April with a laugh in her voice, "If you keep doing that." 
Chapter Six

    Our clothes were soon a hindrance. April's top fell aside as part of the back rub, which became a body rub. There was something in touching her that seemed to make energies flow between us. 

    I let my fingers trace every line of her, stopping occasionally to rub my face against some part of her. The rest of our clothes seemed to fall away as necessary in the course of things. 

    April had been touching me in a similar manner; light strokes and slight rubs here and there as I massaged her. She knew I was vastly enjoying what I was doing to her. She stretched like a big cat and stood before me with her hands laced behind her head, legs slightly apart, and her eyes closed as I kissed and stroked every inch of her with intense abandon. 

    "Gee," I said, trailing both hands down her thighs, "You're pretty good at being admired at close range." 

    That got a giggle out of her. 

    "Practice, sir; long hours of hard practice." 

    "Hmmm, thought so. Probably droves of men before me, clamoring to worship at your, um, altar, right?" 

    My hands were on her shoulders again as I damply kissed the center of her back, then slid my hands up the undersides of her arms to the wrists and back down to her shoulders. 

    "And women," said April, "Droves of women, too. Droves and droves of both." 

    I lifted her hair and nuzzled her neck. 

    "Yeah," I said, "I've been thinking about what you said about others in your life." 

    "And..?" She glanced sideways at me, wondering where this was going. 

    "And, I've been thinking about what you said about your libido. Seems to me that somebody had a sense of humor when they genetically engineered you to draw power from such an obvious and replenishable source, but it also makes perfect sense. Ever hear of men going into battle with erections? Tie sexuality to an effort and you can triple the results. Hold still a second, I'll be right back." 

    I retrieved a bottle of baby oil from under the sink. 

    "If I don't mask your wildflowers a little, I'll never be able to hold a decent conversation with you except maybe by phone," I said, pouring a little across her shoulders and rubbing it in. 

    The slick sheen of baby oil had the desired effect, keeping the skin-level release of pheromones in check, but it also made her glow and glisten in a very attractive manner. A tradeoff, there. 

    "Anyway," I said, "We're all somewhat beyond most normal concerns, aren't we? No normal diseases can get us, and we're a small, independent but interdependent group that has to get along. Even without an alien threat to bind us, once men have been enhanced they can't go back to human - excuse me Terran women. This means that you ladies have been and will remain in control, and not just because you're stronger than anyone else on the planet." I could feel tremors under my hands. April was softly laughing as she said, "Yup, us and other enhancees are all you can have now. You'd better be nice to us or we'll lock you out of the clubhouse on orgy night." I began rubbing the oil onto the backs of her thighs. 

    "Wow," I said, "You got a clubhouse, too? Kewl... Orgy nights? What else didn't you tell me? I won't have to wear spandex tights and a cape, will I?" She laughed aloud at that. 

    "Not on orgy night, anyway," she said, "Maybe on bowling nights. But you'll be finding out soon enough." 

    "Well, at least I've already had an initiation," I said, "Sara's tricks with the penny, I mean. It was almost flat again after it hit my hand." 

    "That may be the least of your future surprises," said April, "You don't happen to get airsick, do you?" 

    "Never," I said, "Even ex-Airborne Rangers never get airsick or we damn well never admit it if we do. It's one of those unwritten rules, y'know." I was now working my way up the fronts of her legs with the oil, and I was wondering if I'd get past the point where they met, or if I even wanted to. The smell of wildflowers and honey was getting stronger as I moved up. April was looking down at me when I looked up. Ah, that lovely face... Yes, I wanted to rise above there, but I was equally sure I wanted to return soon. I diligently continued to apply oil and tied myself to the mast, so to speak, as I continued upward, past her golden fleece. When I looked up into her eyes and lost myself to her all over again, it was a very good feeling. 

    "There's something else on my little mind," I said, "That I'd like to tell you about while I oil your breasts, Ma'am. Would you mind if I didn't just jump right into orgies right away? I kind of like having you to myself for now, when we're together. Things are just too damn fine to screw up by adding extra bodies. Now I'd like to show you something I discovered at about age ten." 

    April's eyes opened a bit more at that. "Ten? What were you doing at ten?" 

    "Discovering, obviously," I said, letting my left hand rest firmly on her breast, "Think of something you'd like that hand to do." 

    "You mean like touching a certain spot?" That eyebrow went up again. 

    "Yeah, that'll do. Pick a spot anywhere on you that needs more attention, other than the spot I didn't oil. I'm saving that." April grinned at me. "Don't save it too long. You're serious?" she asked, and when she saw I was, she said, "Okay. I've got the spot in mind." I was already sliding my hand down her body to the inside middle of her right thigh. Her hands unlaced and sort of hung in the air a moment. The look of surprise on her face was priceless, and I said so. 

    "Be sure," I said, "Pick a few more spots." She did; I could feel the spot and touched it, the small of her back. I felt another and moved my hand to that spot, then another. April's eyes narrowed a little as she asked, "Do you read minds, or something?" 

    "Nope. I get feelings about things and people. Always have. Gee, having my brand-new goddess fall for a bar trick sure blows my image of her..." April put a finger on my breastbone and gave me a sharp look. "A bar trick? Uh, uh. I don't think so, Ed. I picked the spots and you nailed them." 

    "Well, okay, maybe it was only a bar trick when I did it to bargirls. It has also served me as a bullshit detector and lie detector, and I think another version of it has kept me from stepping on things or heading down questionable trails. It's also useful for determining a precise injury location and the severity." 

    "Like a premonition or something?" she asked, "How does it work?" 

    "Damned if I know. It's there, so I use it. I hope that doesn't bother you, because I'd really like to get back to what I was doing if it doesn't." April held up her hands. "Just wait one. Why did you decide to demonstrate it now?" 

    I let my arms fall and stood before her, looking into her eyes so she could see what was in mine as I spoke, "You'd have realized it sooner or later, as some others have. The question is always, 'Why didn't you tell me?' 

and they've wondered if there was more I didn't tell. Now, why does someone pet a cat?" 

    "What do cats have to do with this?" she asked, then, seeing I really wanted her opinion on this, she asked, "Okay, why do people pet cats?" 

    "Feedback. You make the cat happy, it responds by purring and rubbing, and you feel good for having pleased the cat, so you pet it some more. There's a difference with me. When I pet a cat, I don't just feel fur and purr. I get a warm, glowing return of good feelings and desire for more. Those feelings may originate with the cat but become so intermingled they could as well be my own feelings of pleasure and desires for more." 

    April was waiting for a bit more explanation, but her hands were now on her hips instead of in the air in front of me. She had the gist of it. 

    "It also does something else for me, April. It lets me feel much, if not most, of what you feel as I touch you. If I please you, I don't have to ask to know it, or to know how

thoroughly and well I pleased you. I experience nearly as much as you do from what I'm doing to and for you. That's a powerful and addictive feeling, even with normal women. With you the experience has been nearly a religious one. In the shower, I couldn't believe what was happening, couldn't have stopped it, and didn't want to. Your essence and aura of feeling filled and overwhelmed me, and yet I don't think that was anywhere close to being the best climax you've ever had." 

    April was gracious enough not to confirm or deny that last statement, but she had trouble repressing a little smile. 

    She seemed to give the matter a bit of thought, then said, "That would explain a few things, like your lack of concern about your own orgasm. Most men would be desperate to get inside, but you aren't. Most men tire rather quickly of the touching and holding and 'foreplay', but you don't tire of it at all. I was kind of wondering about that, anyway; you don't seem to care if I do anything to you or not, as long as your hands and tongue are on me. Don't get me wrong, I do like your enthusiasm, but that isn't usual male behaviour." 

    "Does that bother you?" I reached for the oil bottle. "I can put this back under the sink if it does, and we can clean up and talk about other things." April stood looking at me as I capped the oil and wiped my hands. She seemed to come to a conclusion as she took the towel to dry her own hands. She put a hand to my face and looked into my eyes when she spoke. 

    "Tell you what," said April, "I'm oiled enough, so why not go wash it off before we try to sit and talk? I'd hate to stain the furniture." I know she had to see the elation in my face. She smiled back at me as I tried to be witty and contain my relief at the same time. 

    "Ha," I said, "Vinyl chairs. True fifties design. Can't stain 'em. Let me make a guess here; did you think I was trying to prove something? You maybe still suspected that I was taking you as a big blonde challenge?" 

    "It occurred to me that might be the case. I'm glad it isn't." She gave me a meaningful glance as she led the way to the bathroom. I set the oil under the sink and followed her, grabbing a couple of fresh towels. 

    "It isn't," I assured her, "Yet. I guess the real challenge will come with trying to find out how well I can please a goddess. And how often." April had turned on only the hot water. I decided to trust my newfound abilities and stepped in behind her. When she turned to face me, I drew my index fingertips from her shoulders down across her breasts, resting each fingertip on a steadily-enlarging nipple. 

    When she looked down at them, I stepped closer and kissed her, enjoying the little surge it brought from within her. We slid our arms around each other and held ourselves close together. I let my leg slip between hers and rubbed my thigh against her spot that seemed to be calling to me for attention, moving it slightly back and forth. 

    "Umm, that's nice," she whispered, pressing and rubbing the entire length of herself against me, "I think I'm going to enjoy your little talent." 

    "I am most thoroughly at your disposal, milady," I whispered back to her. 

    "I thought you might be," she said, "You know, you could have made a fortune in massage therapy, and you'd have made an awesome hooker." 

    "Maybe not," I countered, letting my hands explore her back, "I might have been a victim of my own talent. I probably would have forgotten to charge for it." 

    "Mmm. Good point. You'd have needed a manager. I think you're going to be a real surprise to some of my other acquaintances." 

    "No hurry about that," I said, "You aren't tired of me yet, and I seem to have quite a thing for you." 

    I kissed her again, then trailed my lips across her cheek to her neck, another area I hadn't oiled. 

    "Wow, so you have, haven't you?" April laughed softly, looking down between us. 

    A part of me was at full extension, poking her gently. She reached with both hands to grasp it, and it gave a big throb of happiness at her touch. April slowly ran her gently-squeezing fingers from top to bottom and back as she said, "We need to always make sure it isn't like this when you go out." She never took her eyes off it as she hefted me and added, "You know, they say that size isn't what really counts, though." 

    April then gave me a totally guileless look as if to certify the truth in her last words. 

    I stared back into those bright, blue, innocent-looking eyes and couldn't help snickering. She tried to hold the look, but the giggles got to her and she began laughing, too. 

    That's when I discovered that even goddesses can laugh themselves into a helpless state. We wound up sitting in the tub, holding each other and laughing ourselves breathless. Every time either of us seemed close to getting back in control, my dick was standing between us, throbbing for more of her touch and waving like a flagpole, and the laughter would begin again. It was some time before we subsided enough to talk. 

    "I think we should do something about that thing," said April, "Stay put." She rose to her knees and pushed me onto my back, then mashed my dick between her breasts, rubbing the oil from her breasts onto it, then she straddled me, positioned both of us, and began to back herself slowly onto my shaft. 

    The entry seemed to go on for a long time, but finally April was sitting on my thighs with all of me inside her, grinning down at me. She began to slowly slide herself up and down on me, leaning onto my chest and lifting with her legs. I was fascinated, content to see her enjoy herself and watch the wonderful play of her body as she moved above me. 

    Then the feelings started radiating from her in waves. Slowly and softly at first, building a bit with each slow up or down motion April made, the sensations that make it all so worthwhile were finding their way into me. While the tight dampness of her felt wonderful surrounding me, the real reason for being there was happening deep inside April as she built up to her coming explosion. 

    Once again I thanked whomever or whatever for my empathic abilities as succeeding waves of pleasure that began deep in the core of April found their way into me. 

    When a deep stroke took her breath for a moment, it took mine, too. We were fully linked in pleasure as she drove herself to her climax. April's movements became faster and she drove herself ever more firmly down onto me as she neared her completion. The small noises of effort and effect that came from her were like bits of song, softly spoken. I thought she might be off in her own little world as she rode me ever harder, but as she neared her summit, her eyes snapped open and she gazed directly into mine as she slammed herself repeatedly down my shaft. Her eyes... I suddenly realized that April was claiming me as hers. A fluttering sort of action deep within her warned me she was almost there, then she gripped me inside herself as I could never have believed possible as she came hard. 

    The sensations from her overcame me completely, obscuring further coherent thought as they triggered my own orgasm. A bright light seemed to come from within her as we came together; April driving herself down and me pushing myself up, canceling each others' motions and locking us together in midair. I heard her voice, then mine, then ours together, making a rather animalistic, monosyllabic sound. 

    The blasting sensations of pleasure slowly subsided into waves of smaller orgasms that washed over us for several minutes. As April lay forward across my chest, for the second time I whispered, "Thank you, my new goddess." She giggled and softly kissed me in response, and groaning softly, held the kiss and hugged me close as she experienced yet another series of small, self-generated orgasms. At that moment I realized again that April had become my life's new purpose. 

    I gave this quiet consideration as we dried each other, trying to remember anything that had excited me like this in the civilian world or between Angola and the crater incident. Zip. Nada. Zero. 

    Then along comes this goddess-blonde who warps my heart and mind and even my genes. Was there likely ever to be a better reason to be alive than to be there for her? Not in my heart or mind. 

    I could see that there could be no finer career ahead of me than this woman's goals and pleasures. Money and power had always escaped me, generally due to my lack of serious interest in either. 

    Control of people or things was for soap operas and politics unless the individual situation called for leadership in an emergency. I'd had nothing much but more of nothing much to look forward to until April appeared. Things that excited the rest of humanity left me saying, "What else you got?", which seemed to be one of the drawbacks of having traveled and soldiered extensively. By the time you're in your mid-forties, not much scares you or makes your pulse pound unless it puts your very life on the line in some manner. 

    "You're awfully quiet, Ed," said April, sitting up, "What's on your mind?" 

    "You," I said, "I was just coming to a more thorough understanding of something." 

    "A thorough understanding? About me?" Her usual eyebrow went up. 

    "About me. I know it sounds like a line, but the truth just hit me again, April. You've become my new life and career over just the last few days." She nodded slightly. "You're right. That would sound like a line... from anyone else. I don't think I've heard one from you yet, but be prepared to expand matters from just me... to.. well.. more than me. I'm not at the top of the mountain you've discovered, Ed." 

    "I want you to know that I'm really pretty happy with 'just' you, April." I smiled at her and got a smile in return as we headed to the kitchen. 
Chapter Seven

    April was answering a few of my questions when Sara returned, waving to us as she strode past us straight to the coffee pot, saying, "Love this stuff." 

    "I think I was caught in a crossfire that failed," April said, "There were at least three beams, but only one hit me, right in the back. Judging from it's effect, I don't think they could have really hurt me, but the three beams together might have knocked me out. They do hit hard." She sipped her coffee and looked at me. "That's what I meant in the crater when I said they missed, Ed. One moment I was at or above 5,000 feet. The next I was at the bottom of that crater. It swatted me right out of the sky. Then you appeared, and then the Beta appeared, and I felt I had to get you out of there. I only saw one ship, but there had to be three firing platforms." 

    "Sounds likely," said Sara, "Andrea spotted something in geosynchronous orbit that may be more than a rock. She's checking it now." 

    "Something..." I said, "April, we've established that you weren't in any real danger out there, so why did you come back for breakfast? On the roof, when I thanked you, you went so far as to say we were 'even'. Custom or no, you could have simply kept walking, uhm, flying. I'd also like to know why I had so much trouble with the enhancing process." Sara laughed and said, "Maybe it's because you're allergic to April's pussy." 

    I glanced at April. "You had to tell her about that?" Turning to Sara, I said, "We have adequate reason to believe my allergy hypothesis was incorrect, ma'am. Further testings have failed to recreate the symptoms." I wiggled my tongue at her to punctuate the statement. 

    "Wooo," said Sara, "Further testing, huh? Wish I'd been there to help." April looked across at Sara and then at me before speaking. It was one of those 'could everybody please grow up for a moment?' looks. She sipped her coffee before speaking. 

    "Curiosity, for the first question; and 'we can only guess' for the second. What you did out there intrigued me, Ed. He had us in his sights. I could have shielded you, but you didn't know that. He wasn't just a big guy with a gun, he was an Aktion Beta, but you didn't know that, either." April chuckled and grinned at Sara. 

    "It was like seeing an absolutely insane mouse attack a rattlesnake with a wad of dirt." 

    Sara laughed at that description. Looking at me, April continued, "By then it was too late; you were on him and there wasn't much I could do that wouldn't harm you, too. I hoped he'd just shake you off so I could get at him, but you were into some kind of mental state, I think. You became almost totally feral for a little while, but you never stopped thinking. I could see that in the way you struck at him." 

    She grinned at me and said, "Most people act rather mindlessly in that state, but you didn't, and once it was over, you snapped right back to what appears to be normalcy for you. Most people would be a bit dazed for a while afterward." 

    Sara asked, "Ed, did it occur to you he may just have been trying to take prisoners?" 

    "No," I said. "People looking for prisoners look and act differently when they find them. He didn't give a damn about taking prisoners." 

    "You're so sure about that?" asked Sara softly, swirling the coffee in her cup. 

    "It didn't feel that way to me," I said, "And I trust my instincts." Sara looked peeringly at me, then at April. Nobody said anything for a moment or two, then Sara set her coffee down and spoke again. 

    "I may have an answer concerning the enhancement difficulty. Age, partly. There's no record of anyone your age being enhanced, Ed, and your immune system has fought off a lot of nasty stuff throughout your life and travels." Sara sipped her coffee and seemed to assemble her next words. "Everything that ever affected you was subject to reversal or removal. Your immune system may have thought you were under attack again, but not just by one disease; every illness you've ever formed an antibody against. Everything not of your genetic structure had to be eliminated before the restructuring occurred." 

    "Yeah, well, I have sort of traveled a little," I said, taking a sip of coffee. 

    When their laughter died down, Sara said, "We know. Our friends at Langley checked you out." 

    She pulled a small square of paper from somewhere (Pockets, in that outfit? For that matter, friends at Langley?) and read from it: "Parts of Asia. Medevac work. Israel, the 1973 October War. Unspecified activities there. Unspecified activities again in Angola, Uganda, and Rhodesia. You apparently spent most of a year in Kenya working on building their wildlife preserve. Well, hell, at least it was something 'specified' that time, right? 

More unspecified activities in Afghanistan the following year. Unspecified embassy employment in Iran in 1978. Unspecified activities centering around Fulda, West Germany. 28 visits to East Germany? Ed, a lot of your life has been UN-specified." 

    I held up a hand to stop her litany. "Not quite. We were sneaking people across borders. Same in Iran, getting people out of there. Smuggled supplies to the Afghans. Hunted poachers in Kenya when they became desperate about depleted wildlife." 

    The women just looked at me for a moment. 

    "Hunted poachers?" asked April. 

    "You have no idea how bad it really was back then," I said, "There'd be no adult elephants at all now if not for our teams. No rhinos. Anyone caught in the act was executed. Anyone caught with bloody chainsaws and fresh ivory was executed. A few of the helpers were 'allowed to escape' so they could tell others." 

    There was silence at the table for a time. 

    Sara spoke first. "Damn. You mean you just shot them on the spot?" 

    "Prison didn't work as a deterrent. Bureaucratic corruption was a big problem. Once the government finally decided that the situation was desperate, they recruited people who

had no stake in the matter and who could be trusted not to look the other way for money. Teams were quietly assembled and sent to deal with the illegal hunting. We were very effective." 

    "I see," said Sara, but I wasn't sure she did. 

    "I had my doubts, too, at first. Then, on my third day with them, we spotted poacher activity from the air. They ran when they saw us landing. Two elephants had been shot all to hell. One of them died as her baby stood nearby, rocking back and forth helplessly. The other wasn't dead yet. They'd used chainsaws on his face to remove the tusks at the skull. We called for a pickup for the baby and got back in the air. Half an hour later we found the trucks a few miles from the border. None of the poachers survived the encounter." 

    The two women stared at me in silence for a few moments, then April shuddered and switched subjects. "We're still trying to figure out where your flight organ came from. They aren't common even in female enhancees." 

    "We think it may have been the beginnings of cancer," said Sara, "It would have had your genetic matrix, slightly damaged, and it was in the right place for a flight organ, so maybe the enhancement process created one where it thought one should be. It's as good a guess as any at this point." She sipped coffee thoughtfully for a moment, then went on, "Your flight organ is quite a bit smaller than ours, and you don't have, um, our usual energy storage devices to feed it," --she tapped her breast --"So we don't really know what to expect. While you can levitate, we don't expect you to, ah, really excel at it." 

    I shrugged. "It may have been cancer. Now it's a flight organ. Since I couldn't fly before, I don't think I'm going to feel too badly just because it isn't on a par with yours, and I'm not ready to have a chest like yours to feed it." 

    "Well," said Sara, "You'll find a use for it. Any other unusual changes?" 

    "I've found a few," I said, "My vision is better. Don't need glasses to read fine print anymore, and I can hear a mouse fart at a hundred yards." April laughed, "Those aren't what we consider unusual changes." 

    "No," agreed Sara, "They aren't." She then asked April, "Have you noticed any other unexpected enhancements?" 

    April chuckled, but gave Sara no explanation of what was funny. Sara looked at me for an answer. I decided it couldn't hurt to tell her. 

    "Sometimes I feel things, Sara," I said, putting my hand on hers. Her questioning eyes were every bit as lovely as April's as I looked into them. "I always have, but now I seem to be more receptive than ever." Touching Sara's hand allowed a wave of sensation to pass between us. Her eyes opened a little wider as she realized that something was happening without knowing quite what it was. 

    I found that I could open myself in a manner that I hadn't discovered within me before. Maybe it had been there all along and the enhancement had strengthened it. 

    There was a startlingly quick rush of imagery and impressions combined with the sensations of warmth and brilliance. I discovered that I couldn't pull back and didn't really want to. 

    "What the hell are you doing to me?" asked Sara, lightly touching her arm just above my hand and rubbing it. "It feels wonderful, but it tickles." 

    "What feels wonderful, Sara?" asked April, her eyes narrowing. "He's just holding your hand." 

    She half-rose from her seat to lean forward for a closer look. 

    "Uh, yeah, but..." Sara had a look of real surprise, "Oh..!" She looked down at her lap in amazement and snatched her hand back, staring at me. 

    "What did you do, Ed?" April's voice was a bit tense as she leaned across the table to grab my hand. 

    As her fingers made contact, her eyes widened and she seemed to freeze in place. "Oh! Oh, my... that is nice, isn't it..?" 

    "I don't know what I did, exactly," I said, "Not what I had in mind at first, that's for sure. I was just going to pull a few details I could use as proof that... well, proof, I guess, that I could pull details out of people." Sara rubbed her hand and stared at me. 

    She said, "It felt as if you were rubbing and touching me all over." There was only the slightest tone of accusation. 

    April relaxed back into her chair but didn't take her hand off my arm as she stared at me. 

    "Have you always been able to do this?" she asked. 

    "If I have, I didn't know it. I'm not trying to do anything now, April. It's just happening." 

    April didn't speak right away. There was a sort of soft, dreamy look on her face as she propped her chin on her other hand. Sara sat staring at her for a moment, then at April's hand on my arm. 

    "April, are you all right?" she asked, "April?" Sara waved her hand in front of April's face. 

    April smiled slightly and spoke softly. "I'm just fine, Sara. Touch him. You'll see." 

    Sara hesitated, looking at me. I gave her my best 'damned if I know' look and held out my other hand. After another glance at April, she took it. As my fingers wrapped around hers, her eyes widened and her lips parted slightly. She said nothing, but our eyes met, and for what seemed a long time we just sat gazing at each other. Nobody moved. 

    I began to feel a little tired. It was the kind of blissful tiredness that settles over you after good sex, when you're absolutely spent from pleasure. It was that afterglow that I

was either causing or drawing out of April and Sara, and I was finally able to feel, myself, what they had been feeling. 

    The sensations strengthened for me, as if I had become a conduit between the two women. Small waves of pleasure swept across me from one side to the other, increasing in intensity and frequency until the waves seemed to blend together into a single, unified surge of pleasure that no longer moved across me. It just sat there within me and built higher every second. I was vaguely aware that both women were now having small, shuddering spasms. Sara's grip was nearly crushing my hand as she reached across the table with her free hand for April's. Their touch was like the closing of a connection. 

    I think we all made the same noise as we came; that mindless note of passion that can't really be mistaken for anything else. The old dinette table collapsed as we all leaned on it at once. We gave it no notice as wave after wave of pleasure pulsed among us for some time. 

    I have no idea how long we all sat there, linked by touch and shared sensations. We might have sat longer if the ringing phone hadn't startled us out of our reveries. 

    Sara broke our connections first, letting her hands fall to her sides and leaning back in her chair. April then let go to sweep her hair away from her face. 

    "I'll get it," said Sara, "It may even be for me." She stood up and sort of dove across the room in an easy, gliding somersault that ended by the couch. I marveled at her

form, and by that I mean both her own form and the form she displayed in her leap. She was grace and beauty, well-combined. 

    April was just staring at me. I couldn't tell from her face what she was thinking, but I could tell that I was being evaluated yet again. She said nothing as she lifted the broken table off her lap and placed it on the floor. Sara hung up after a short conversation with someone and said, "That was lab two. Andrea was about half a mile from the object when it blew up. The blast was big and bright enough to see from Earth in daylight." She paused, then looked at April, "She hasn't returned. They want us to go look for her." 

    I walked over and opened the window for them. 

    "Never let someone leave you without letting them know how you feel," I said. I did NOT say, "Especially in your line of work", but I think they knew what I meant. 

    Sara stopped to look at me by the window. 

    "Feel is certainly the operative word with you, isn't it?" She chuckled at her own words, then kissed me lightly and lifted through the window. I noted that she was beautiful from any angle of view as I watched her go. She gave me a little wave, then looked up and suddenly rocketed out of sight, leaving behind a vortex of displaced air and dust motes dancing in the sunlight. 

    April took a moment longer. 

    "We need to talk," she said, then leaned to kiss me goodbye. "When I get back, we really need to talk." 

    "Figured that," I said, "What happened was new to me, too. Not what I was expecting at all." 

    I kissed her back and watched her follow Sara into the sky. When I turned from the window, the apartment looked different. An empty warehouse couldn't have been any emptier than my apartment just then. 

    I turned back and looked down into the street below, thinking about how much my life had changed in just a week. Not for the first time, it occurred to me that I had no idea where April went when she wasn't with me. I had asked her once, but that was before my 'treatment', and she had politely changed the subject at the time. 

    It occurred to me that I would need supervised training to gain control of my new abilities quickly and safely. 

    A flurry of motion below caught my attention. My eyes adjusted themselves to the distance and I focused on a guy in the parking lot at the end of the building across the way. He was running full speed away from something or someone. 

    Then I saw the football descending. In the street below, a Chevy in a hurry was slowing down hard as it slipped between other cars to the far right lane. The driver seemed to be looking for a way to get off the street. Then I saw the cop car maybe a block behind the Chevy. 

    "The asshole in the Chevy thinks he's Andretti," I thought, watching a near miss in a lane change. 

    There was no other place on the block to turn but the parking lot entrance. The guy had caught the ball and was preparing to throw it back, and he was standing smack in the middle of the entrance, paying no attention to anything but his throw. There was no way the speeding Chevy driver could see him past a van in the first slot near the lot entrance. Sara had shown me I couldn't be hurt by much. I decided to see how much. I stepped out the window and dropped the six stories to the sidewalk. The sidewalk cracked and I didn't, so I ran across the street and got to the guy just barely ahead of the Chevy, which had made the turn and was suddenly right on my ass as I tackled the guy hard enough to land us both about ten feet away, between two small cars. 

    The Chevy skidded to a stop about a carlength ahead of where stopping might have made a difference a half-second before. The football had been hit by the front bumper and was now sailing across the parking lot as if someone had tried for a field goal. I could see the other footballer running toward us. 

    Our clothes were ripped and the guy was skinned up some, but he was moving to get me off him, so I figured he wasn't as hurt as he could have been. The driver of the Chevy sat staring at us as if wondering where the hell we'd come from as the other footballer helped his friend to his feet, chattering about what a close call it had been and asking if he was all right. I decided to let everyone sort things out by themselves and started walking back to my apartment, but as I approached the Chevy, the driver must have panicked. 

    He frantically tried to start the car, and I felt that if he did, he'd be stupid enough to blast off without looking. 

    I stopped by the front of the Chevy and again decided to try something. Spearing my hand through the hood, I groped for and found the spark plug wires, then tossed the wad of plug wires on the hood. The Chevy was going nowhere soon. 

    Doing impromptu things can have drawbacks, of course. As I rode the elevator to my floor, I realized my keys were on my coffee table and had to go to the office to borrow a key to let myself in. 

    The woman knew me, so she gave me the key, but she eyed my ripped and cruddy clothes and tried not to get too close to me as she slid the key across the countertop. 

    "Football," I said, "Rough tackle." A cop car pulled in across the street. I could see the Chevy driver sitting in the middle of the car between the bucket seats. He'd apparently locked the doors and put the

windows up rather than deal with the footballers. 

    So much for this place, I thought. They'd know soon enough what had happened and "who dunnit". 

    When I got into my apartment, I called my rented-out farm and asked Brenda if I could use the guest room for a few days. Knowing a little about my past, she immediately assumed I was having trouble adjusting to city life. 

    "Yeah, I guess you could say that," I agreed. "Adjustment problems." She said she'd clear it with her husband, Frank, and that I should get on out there, since he'd need help with the fencing and some barn repair this week in any case. 

    I thanked her and hung up, sitting back on the couch to relax, but that was not to be. Somebody knocked on my door. Sighing, I got up to open it and found one of the apartment managers staring at my clothes before his eyes shifted to the room behind me and the crushed table. 

    "May I come in? Thank you." 

    He stepped in without waiting for my answer and continued to look around, then said, "Betty said you appeared to have been in some kind of altercation. I came up to see if you were all right or needed anything." 

    'Right,' I thought, 'Like maybe an eviction notice?' 

    I waited by the door as he examined the apartment. There was no point in trying to keep him out. If he thought he needed to, he could just come in while I was gone. 

    I heard his reaction to the unfixed wall damage in the shower. He looked at me from the bathroom door, but said nothing. 

    "Accident," I said, "My fault. I'll pay for it." He looked toward the table questioningly. 

    "My table, my problem," I said. 

    He took another quick look around and made a point of asking again if I needed anything, looking me up and down. I assured him I was unhurt. Seeing that I wasn't going to try to explain anything, he said he'd send someone up to take care of the shower damage that evening and added, "You really should consider being more careful, sir." 

    "I'm thinking of moving," I said. "Soon. No hard feelings?" He said, "We'll be sorry to see you go, of course," and left. 
Chapter Eight

    I went to the used car lot a few blocks away and bought an old pickup with a camper shell that started without argument and seemed to drive well enough. Most of my stuff was packed by evening. There really wasn't all that much to pack; a duffel bag, a suitcase, and a few boxes of miscellaneous stuff. I wandered around looking for overlooked items until April returned. After telling me that the search had ended when Andrea had returned on her own, she asked what was going on, and I told her of events during her absence. 

    "Sounds perfect," she said. 

    I asked how what was perfect. 

    "The farm," said April, "You need to test your new self, and I could use some time off. I can help you get the hang of a few things." 

    "I'll call and ask if they're up to having a couple visit instead of just me." 

    April just looked at me for a moment. "Sorry," she said in a tense tone, 

"I thought..." 

    I interrupted her. 

    "Wrong, if you thought anything," I said, "They're Wiccans, and more Wiccans gather at the farm for various events and moons, and there's an event coming up this weekend. They know me, but they only know of you. I was just going to see if it was all right to bring you." 

    "Oh," she said, relaxing a bit, "Well, I only know of them, so we're even." 

    "Uh, huh," I said, dialing Brenda back, "I hear ya, lady. You were preparing to feel excluded." I leaned to kiss her quickly. "If they say anything but yes, we'll just go somewhere else and fix the farm some other time." 

    When I told Brenda I wanted to bring a "date", she only wanted to know if the lady in question would have problems with nudity and witchcraft, so I handed the phone to April. 

    I was a little surprised when April rather quickly admitted being one of the superwomen of Earth. It turned out that each had questions about the other. April handed the phone back to me. 

    "Why didn't you tell me who she is before?" Brenda railed, "Of course, bring her! Don't you know anything?" 

    "I used to think so. Guess not. About what?" 

    "Never mind. You'll find out when you get here. Just get here and don't forget to bring her with you or you'll sleep in the chicken coop. Blessed Be!" She hung up. 

    "Well," I said to April, "It seems you have a fan club. You heard?" 

    "I heard. Do you know anything about our mutual origins?" 

    "Nope. Does it matter?" 

    "It's just the reason that we and the Aktions battle over the Earth," she said, "Merely the root cause of all this." 

    "Ancient history, huh? You can tell me on the way." I began finding ways to carry everything. 

    "Fine," said April, disgruntled at my apparent lack of interest, "But maybe you can tell me something before we carry all this stuff downstairs?" 

    "Sure, what's that?" 

    "Did you get another car yet?" She gave me a wry grin. 

    "You'll love it," I said, "It has some interesting features." The woman at the office actually goggled when we walked in to close out the apartment. I couldn't think of another word to suit the expression on her face when she saw April. 

    On the pretext of needing authorization, she called her boss, the guy who had visited my apartment earlier.     He entered the office regally after stalling a few minutes to make us wait, then nearly fell to his knees before April, finally managing to ask for her autograph. 

    April wrote on the back of one of his cards and he held it in both hands to his face. 

    It was embarrassing as hell, but I knew more than he ever would those feelings in her presence. He waived every charge and fee that would normally have been applied and reached for her hand as we left. April smiled sweetly at him and we got out of there. I saw her wad up something and toss it in the dumpster on the way to the parking lot. 

    "His business card," she said, "And I didn't sign my name. I wrote the equivalent of "bureaucratic cretin" in my language." When April saw the truck, she made a face. "We have to ride in this?" 

    "You could fly alongside, my goddess," I said, loading my stuff. 

    "Your goddess just might do that. Why did you get something like this?" 

    "I figured they could use it at the farm after I leave. I'm going to need a lot of training soon to be of any value to you. I figure you or Sara or Andrea or an enhancee will take charge of bringing me up to speed. None of you resides in Dallas, and although commuting doesn't seem to be a big problem for you, I have to figure I'll be leaving for some real training in the near future. Chances are I won't need a car for some time, if at all. They can use the truck if they need it or I can sell it in Mesquite for more than I paid for it here in Yuppieland." 

    "You do a lot of figuring, don't you," she said, getting in as I held the door for her, "Stop at the Wendy's on the way. I want a milkshake." From North Dallas to Mesquite isn't so far, really, unless you hit the loop at rush hour, which we did. After a few minutes of stopping every few car lengths for no apparent reason, April asked to see a map. There wasn't a map, so I sketched one in the dust on the dashboard between advancings. She had me pull over on the shoulder, then told me, "Buckle up. We're flying." 

    The truck rocked hard, lifted about seven feet off the ground, and wobbled a bit as she found a good grip that wouldn't tear something loose. I was slammed back in the seat as we soared into the air. The Dallas skyline became a row of buildings, then became a series of canyons as she wove our way at about 50 miles per hour between them. 

    What was rather a startling ride at first became fairly mundane as I tried to figure out why April was flying up and down above the streets of Dallas. April apparently found whatever she was looking for; we slowed down until we stopped in front of a twentieth-or-so-floor window of an office building. Which building was a mystery to me. I couldn't see anything to identify it from my vantage point in the driver's seat of a floating pickup truck, so I just sat sipping from my Dr Pepper, waiting to see what would happen next. Some of the building windows weren't the dark or mirrored kind. I could see people staring out at us, so I waved. Some waved back. One gave me the finger, damned if I know why. Maybe to get me to return the gesture and have all the onlookers think it was for them? For a camera, maybe? 

    Whatever, I didn't finger him back. I just waved and put the emergency blinkers and headlights on. Heheheh... there ya go, kiddies, one UFO... an Unfathomable Flying Object... 

    We hung there for a few minutes for no apparent reason, then I felt a presence other than April's nearby. I looked around and saw Sara smiling back at me in my rearview mirror. Her breasts were lined up with the message:

"Objects may appear closer..." 

    I waved, she waved back, then she disappeared below the truck. I had time only to briefly wonder why Sara had been in downtown Dallas before the truck started moving again, this time upward as well as southward toward Mesquite. We cleared the buildings and headed for Mesquite without flying the city's canyons any more. Bummer, I was beginning to enjoy that. I turned off the lights and sat back to enjoy the ride. 

    A few minutes later I saw the old Saveways store below and honked the horn a couple of times. April appeared at the window. I pointed at the store. 

    "Let's set down there," I said, "I need to pick up some stuff for the farm." 

    April nodded and flitted back under the truck, which began descending at an alarming rate of speed, which is to say that things were on the verge of floating weightless around the cab. 

    I was reminded of an A-6 pilot who offered me a ride back to base from a carrier in 1968. He did his best to make me lose my breakfast during the trip, thinking it was hilarious. (He failed. I'd been warned, so I skipped breakfast.)

    At landing, April took the front and Sara the rear as we set down. I made a noisy show of sucking the last of my Dr Pepper up the straw and tossed the empty cup to the passenger side as I stepped down to the parking lot. 

    "Cool ride, ladies," I said, hoping they couldn't see my knees wobble. I received a grin from each as we paraded across the parking lot. Yup, they had done it on purpose. I knew it. At least I had the distinct honor of escorting a pair of near-naked goddess-blondes into the store. You can probably envision the looks we received as we loaded a shopping cart. One (or both) of them was a bit turned on by our performance. The wildflowers were faintly wafting around us as we wandered the aisles, pretending not to notice the looks of shock, envy, indignation, and subdued lust all around us. 

    April and Sara were vastly enjoying being the show, so I took my time about shopping. We toured the entire store, backtracking a few times for items forgotten on the first pass. Checkout was entertaining, too. The woman at the register was having trouble with her eyes, which couldn't seem to stay off Sara's chest and legs, and she was getting a bit flustered trying to run the register. 

    At one point she called for a price check and a manager came running. Literally running. 

    He grabbed the item and threw it in a bag saying, "Just ring what you can, Doris." 

    The woman said, "I'm Janet." 

    "Of course you are. That's wonderful," said the manager, never taking his eyes off April except to look at Sara. 

    Then came a surprise. As the last item was bagged and the total came up, the manager took the tape from Janet and said, "It's on me. When the earthquake hit L.A. last year, one of you ladies lifted a chunk of concrete off my daughter's car and got her out." 

    He hesitantly held his hands out to both April and Sara, "I have no idea which of you did it, but my Chrissie's alive. Thank you." April and Sara both seemed quite touched as they took his hands in theirs. Sara gave him a little extra squeeze and said, "You're very welcome." He fairly glowed. He couldn't be of enough help as we pushed the cart to the parking lot. Then he noticed the truck and his eyes narrowed. 

    "Y'all are in this thing?" 

    He suddenly seemed a bit suspicious, perhaps thinking that he was being hustled by a couple of beautiful women. 

    April wrapped her hand around the trailer ball and said, reading his name from his nametag, "Watch this, Andrew." 

    She then lifted the rear of the truck, apparently effortlessly, to about shoulder-height. His eyes bugged out. 

    "Oh, Jeezus, ma'am, I'm sorry. I just all of a sudden wasn't sure..." 

    "Don't worry about it," said April, "I had the same reaction to Ed's truck when I first saw it." 

    She gave me a big smile as she set the truck down. 

    "Me, too," Sara chimed in brightly. 

    I gave her a "thanks bunches" look. She gave me an innocent smile in return. 

    "The damned thing runs," I said, "And it's paid for." 

    "Of course, sir," said Andrew, "My apologies..." 

    "Don't sweat it," I said, "Let's get this stuff aboard." We managed to get away from there before anyone could think to follow us. 

    "I'll sell the truck," I said, "As soon as we drop off the groceries." 

    "It isn't that bad," said April, "As you said, it does run." She grinned at me. 

    "Uh, huh. But now it's associated with you, which means the farm can't use it unless they want to deal with the press." 

    "You learn fast, Ed," said Sara, also grinning at me, "You really enjoyed being sandwiched between us in the supermarket, didn't you?" 

    "I smelled the wildflowers. I wasn't having fun alone," I grinned back at her, "Are all of you exhibitionists?" 

    April answered me, "Yeah, I think so. I've never met one of us who wasn't." 

    "Hey," said Sara, "How did you, an ex-mercenary, get tied up with a bunch of witches?" 

    "They were Anne's friends from before she sold the farm. They were living in a renovated section of the barn and sharing expenses. I inherited them, I guess you could say, and now they're renting the whole farm from me. They like outdoor ceremonies and privacy, so the farm's been perfect for them." I briefly told them of Anne, my teacher and friend when I was 16, who lost her husband in a Navy jet in Vietnam and bought the farm as a place to regroup, and how we were lovers for a summer before I joined the Army to avoid the draft. 

    "You did what?" asked Sara, "That doesn't quite make sense, Ed." 

    "A lot of things didn't make sense back then. The militaries were desperate for bodies. I'd have been drafted immediately when I turned eighteen. Standard signups took a three-year hitch. I got a two year hitch and choice of jobs guaranteed by 'volunteering for the draft'. The job-guarantee expired after six months, so I looked for schools to avoid Vietnam. Airborne school killed a few months, then Ranger school ate another few months. I figured to do that until I didn't have a whole year of service left." I grinned wryly at them as we rumbled along. "By the time they finally caught on to my scheme, I was an Airborne Ranger, 

clerk-typist-company-clerk-ambulance-driving Medical Specialist. They caught me on my 342nd day of service. Just 24 more days and I'd have been over the line and ineligible to go to Nam." 

    "Oh, wow," said Sara, "So close..!" 

    "I told you he thinks," said April, "He isn't just a pretty face." 

    "Obviously not," said Sara, looking at me closely with her innocence-stare. 

    I lifted an eyebrow at her and said, "April, your friend Sara thinks she has a talent for subtle humor, doesn't she?" 

    "I'd say so, Ed. And she can beat you up, too, don't forget." She giggled. 

    "Oh, Lordy," I muttered, "I've chosen a goddess with a streak of bimbo in her." 

    About a dozen people were at the farm when we arrived. A bucket brigade formed to unload the truck and I got Frank to follow me to the car lot in town. 

    He waited for me at a convenience store while I sold the truck - as expected, for a little more than I paid in a farm community - and a few minutes later we were headed back to the farm. 

    Frank was very quiet, which is how you can tell he's dying to say or ask something and doesn't know how to start. I didn't make it any easier for him, of course; there was

probably going to be a Q & A session later anyway, and I had thoughts of my own to sort out. 

    Frank only managed a few questions along the way, such as, "Well, Ed, do you love her?" 

    "Don't know, Frank. Probably, or something close to it." 

    "I'm asking as friend and clergy," he said, "Will there be a handfasting?" 

    "Marry her? Well, I kinda don't think so, Frank. I've only known her for a week, and she hasn't seemed much interested in things like marriage. She's pretty busy." 

    "Uhm-hum... Okay... Just wondered." 

    He looked at me thoughtfully and said nothing. I decided that Circle might be a tad unusual tonight, right about when everybody joined hands. In the hour or so we'd been gone a couple of dozen more people had arrived, which was quite a few more than I remembered at other events. Word of the visitors must have passed quickly. 

    Many of the vehicles sported tags from other counties. There were people everywhere, but I didn't see April and Sara right away. I looked for Brenda to ask about them, but didn't see her either, so I pitched in with others to help set up the evening. 

    It was almost dark when I heard April's whisper, "Ed." I glanced around, but didn't see her, so I waited. 

    "In the barn, Ed. Bring Frank, too." 

    I'd looked in the barn earlier, of course. No goddesses in there then. I found Frank and headed to the barn. Just inside the doorway I saw Anne, flanked by April, Sara, and Brenda. An older man standing nearby came forward. 

    "Good to meet you, I'm Steve." 

    As I shook his hand I realized who he had to be. Anne had remarried about ten years before. I looked at Anne. 

    "He knows about us," she said, smiling, "And has for some time." Anne came forward and hugged me, then kissed me lightly and stepped back. Steve gave me a wry grin, but it didn't seem to be fake. He really didn't mind...not too much, anyway. I guess I minded a little, too. Anne had been my first woman, first lover, and first love, but this definitely wasn't the same Anne with whom I'd spent the summer of '66. This Anne was 58 years old, and although she was holding up fairly well, she was beginning to look rather grandmotherly. 

    "We thought we'd surprise you," said Brenda, "Since Anne couldn't be here when you bought the place, and you took her word about us..." 

    "Anne's word was enough," I said. I was having a hard time not staring at Anne. 

    Brenda went on, "She told us about your work that summer and we thought it would be good if you could visit again here." 

    "We?" I asked, glancing around the faces. 

    "Us," said Brenda, indicating Frank, Sara, and April, "We have an hour or so until things start. Why don't you two say hello and get reacquainted and we'll leave you to it. We have work to do and you probably have a lot of catching up." 

    They moved off together, taking Steve with them and leaving Anne and me in the doorway. We just looked at each other for some time. Memories of that summer flooded me. I was looking at their source, but I couldn't attach them to the Anne standing before me. 

    She spoke first. "An hour. Too little time or too much?" Her hand took mine. "It's nice to see you again, Ed." 

    We started walking along the path toward the house. 

    "I actually dreamed of seeing you again, Anne. It went on for years, but I never managed to get back here, and when I got married in 1970, well... My world changed, but I never lost the dreams of you." 

    "Where's your wife now?" 

    "We weren't a match. Divorced after a decade of absentee marriage." She smiled at me, "We may need that hour after all. I never really managed to replace you completely, either, in my heart or otherwise." 

    "You think maybe that's why they've brought us together tonight? To shake us out of each other's dreams? It's the kind of thing Brenda would think of." 

    "Could be. Reality has a way of doing that sometimes. Do you wonder why they felt the need, if they did it for that reason?" 

    "I think I know," I said, "Clean slates, and all that sort of thing." 

    "Um," she said, "April said you'd think of that. Why do you need a clean slate at just this moment in your life, Ed? For her? Or for you..?" 

    "Both, I guess. You were my goddess for 32 years, Anne; always 26, always horny," I grinned at her, "And always my beautiful dream girl. I've found a new goddess and I need to be able to give myself to her. And she knows it, I expect..." 

    "Oh, yes, that she does, and she said you knew it, too. She also said that I'd have to release you to her to make it right for you." She pulled me to her and kissed me again, then said, "And I do that now. You have every blessing I can give you. Now," she said, "Fix me. Let me go, too." 

    She smiled at me in the moonlight. 

    "Right," I said, smiling back at her, "You've been married to Steve for ten years, but you need my blessing? Okay, fair's fair; you've got it. We're both all fixed now." 

    We walked to where April, Sara, and Steve were standing together and I placed her hand in his with great ceremony, my hands surrounding theirs for a moment. April and Sara came over to each put an arm in mine. April said, "Now you belong to us, pal. She signed your title over hours ago." 

    "Yeah," said Sara, "And that was before we got her drunk, so it's legal." A vision of Anne, one time giggling-drunk on her ass 32 years before, flitted through my head, but was immediately replaced by a view of this much older Anne. It appeared that the ghost of Anne of a Texas Summer had vanished, indeed. 

    "Ha," I said, "All men serve who but realize their place in the scheme of things." 

    Anne looked surprised; "Very good, Ed, after 32 years. That's worth an A-plus if you can actually remember who said it." I shrugged. "Doesn't matter who said it; it's a truth." She frowned dramatically. "A simple truth only gets you an A-minus, Ed." 

    "Democritus, Anne," I sighed. 

    Anne smiled and patted my arm. 

    "See, Sara," she said, "I told you he was smart. You just have to push him a little sometimes. And keep an eye on him in class." 
Chapter Nine

"While things could always be better, they could also be worse, and they can change very quickly. You may, however, accept my personal guarantee that things are precisely as they are at any particular moment." - Ed By the time full darkness fell, there must have been close to 200 people wandering about the farm. The traffic generated the interest of local cops, who showed up about an hour before dark with lots of questions and a helicopter flying around above the farm. 

    April, Sara, Brenda, and Frank were arguing with a detective when Anne and I finally worked our way through the crowd to the nucleus. The detective was being southern-fried difficult about things. 

    "Waal, now, yer real pretty an' all, ma'am, but how do we know yer really the 'superwoman' we been seein' on the TV? And how's we supposed to know if what we been seein' on TV ain't just a bunch of hollywood bullstuffings? Y'all got any ID? Oh, sorry there, little lady, Ah can see y'all don't have no pockets in that outfit." 

    This got a laugh from some of the cops. Sara was not amused at all. 

    "You want ID?" asked Sara, "You want ID? Hey, you got ID!" and with that, she grabbed the front of his coat and leaped about 50 feet straight up. She let him flail around a bit before she shook him to get his attention. As they hung there above the driveway I could hear her softly spoken words: "If you ever call me 'little lady' again, you corn-pone, peckerheaded, red-necked bozo, I'll plant your ass on the nearest flag pole, and I better not hear one more word about what anybody's wearing. Now pull yourself together so we can land without embarrassment and then you get rid of that helicopter and prepare to cooperate with these people according to the real law, not your personal interpretations of it." 

    Done. The bird flew away, most of the cops left, and the detective asked Sara for a date. Sara thanked him, but said her boyfriend wouldn't like the idea. 

    Frank was mystified at the detective's change of attitude, but Brenda explained it for him. 

    "She showed her strength and made her point, but she let him save face, so a man with little respect for women found a woman he could respect." 

    "That sounds a little warped to me," said Frank. 

    "That's because you respect people unless they prove themselves undeserving. You don't have to be impressed first. Detective Macho-man does." Once the cops and media left, the Call to Circle went out and the majority of the crowd found their way to the top of the hill. The rest of us sat or stood around chatting until the religious service was finished, then joined the crowd on the hill for the Open Circle. 

    Brenda made a short speech and asked that we all join hands once again in the name of unity before we went our separate ways. 

    Standing between April and Sara, I smiled meaningfully at each for a moment before taking a firm grip on each lady's hand and doing my best to recall vividly the deep feelings of the afternoon session. I felt a resonance building to and from the woman to each side of me and knew that in a matter of moments the entire circle should be feeling something similar to what we felt just before we shattered my dinette table. April and Sara both glanced sharply at me but said nothing. Only a minute or so passed before the surge escaped us and traveled both ways around the circle of people. 

    Men and women moaned in surprise as the warm-glow aftermath sensations touched them. One by one in each direction the surge traveled, settling into them and continuing on to the next hand. 

    A few moments later it must have met itself at the far side of the circle and rebounded with emphasis, returning along the same paths to me and again touching all between, but this time with the beginnings of orgasm. There were now people on their knees and lying on the ground, but not a single soul broke our circle of contact by letting go until the surge had rebounded all of three times. 

    I think it just became too intense for some; they had to put their hands elsewhere on themselves and each other. 

    As contact was broken, sensations were fading. A number of people stumbled off into the night together, presumably to continue or finish matters. A few looked around sheepishly, concerned that they had somehow embarrassed themselves, but were quickly able to see many others in the same general condition. 

    Only about a dozen people were on their feet at that point, and those were shaky at best. 

    Brenda and Frank helped each other up and came to stand before us with inquisitive looks. April and Sara said nothing, shaking their heads and pointing at me. 

    Brenda stared at me for a few moments as if seeing me for the first time ever, then she and Frank moved around the circle in opposite directions, stopping to talk to people as needed. When they met on the far side of the circle, they turned to stare at me again. 

    Sara giggled, "Wow, talk about a big 'gotcha'... I think Brenda knows who did it, Ed." 

    "Everybody seemed to enjoy it, and now I know how well it can work," I said, laughing softly, "And besides, if anyone asks, I just say you caused it." 

    That made April giggle, too, as Sara gave me a 'watch out, now' look. As soon as most everybody had recovered themselves, April and Sara were kind enough to put on a small display of strength and flying abilities in and around the well-lighted barn. 

    They mingled with the crowd for perhaps an hour or so before they apologized for having to leave and then, apparently, left. Anne and Steve and I were on the porch, discussing the 'odd happening' in the circle and watching the exodus of cars when Anne made a questioning observation. 

    "How have you aged so gracefully, Ed? You don't even look forty." 

    "I've sort of had a facelift," I told her, "I was scaring children everywhere." 

    "I looked for surgery scars earlier. You don't have any." I didn't feel I could tell her about things without consulting April or Sara, so I could only tell her the truth as I believed it. 

    "I'd tell you if I could," I said. 

    She just looked at me in hurt surprise. Silence reigned for a few moments. Anne must have thought I had lost all confidence in her or worse. I couldn't think of anything to say to make matters easier. 

    Steve tried to help. He broke the prolonged silence by asking how April and I met. I was saved having to answer by April, who landed gently on the old wooden porch. 

    "He helped me out one night," she said, "And I keep thinking he may come in handy again sometime." 

    Anne's demeanor had changed, but she laughed at that. 

    "Same here. He helped me out and I kept him around. You never know about people." She glanced at me and added, "Apparently I didn't. Are we ready to go, Steve?" 

    I was surprised to feel as if I were watching just about any older couple prepare for a trip. A distancing had just occurred between Anne and me. We said our goodbyes and I watched Anne and Steve put on heavy winter snowsuits and helmets with faceplates for the quick flight back to San Antonio. I didn't bother asking where the equipment came from. 

    Anne had a few words before parting. 

    "You treat her as well as you treated me in 1966. Always." She squeezed my arm and kissed me goodbye. 

    "I have and I will, Anne," I said, squeezing lightly in return. Steve shook my hand again. He seemed thoughtful, glancing from me to April. 

    While April was helping Anne adjust her gear, he said, "You've somehow become one of them, haven't you?" It wasn't really a question. I saw a way to soften Anne's hurt. "Yes," I said, "The change nearly killed me, Steve, and I was in good condition. Ten years younger than Anne, too." 

    "I see," said Steve, "I'll talk with her. I think she'll come to understand." 

    "Thanks. Take care of my dream girl, Steve." 

    "Uh, uh," he said, grinning, "My dream girl, now, but I'll do that, Ed." April and Sara lifted into the air with Steve and Anne and were soon lost in the night sky. I stood looking after them for a while, not really even thinking of much, just staring into the stars, until Brenda tapped on the screen door with the toe of her shoe. She was carrying a tray of food. 

    "Drinks and snacks," she said. 

    I didn't answer as I held the door for her. I realized I hadn't been in the house all evening, that I'd subconsciously avoided being inside, and that Brenda knew it. I took a last look inside as the door closed. 

    "Closed an era, this evening, did you?" she asked, handing me a plate. 

    "You sound like Yoda," I said, "But yes. I think we'll bunk in the barn room, if you don't mind. The room out there wasn't here the last time I was." 

    "You don't have to stay at all, you know. We can handle repairs." 

    "A lot's happened," I said, "I need the transition time." 

    "You've got it, then," said Frank, backing through the door with another tray of food, "Fences are first on the list. That was a cute trick in the circle, Ed." 

    I looked at him, thought about discussing it, decided not to, and changed the subject. 

    "Speaking of repairs, what's the price tag on them so far?" Frank thought a minute and said a number, itemizing generally what would be necessary over the course of the year. I was surprised, and said so. 

    "Farms deteriorate as fast as you let them," said Brenda, "And Anne was here more or less alone for a long time until Steve happened. When we first came here, it was all we could do to catch up and keep up with county codes." 

    "Huh," I said, "That's how it was when I first saw the place in '66." 

    "Yeah," said Brenda, "We've heard all about your 'Summer of Love'. You would have got a lot more done around here if you'd behaved yourselves." My mind was half-elsewhere. It took me a moment to realize she was kidding me. We shared a grin and fed for a while. Then I had an idea. 

    "Half-rent for a year," I said, "And we get the place up to code. You two get legal as a church so whatever is needed is a write-off somehow. Put a few people in the barn rooms and start making jewelry like you used to. Sell it on the internet and make a newsletter there, too. The farm can also become an inexpensive country-retreat resort for group members." 

    "There he goes," said Brenda, smiling. I looked at her in surprise. 

    "Yup," said Frank, also smiling. 

    I realized they were ribbing me about similarities to the first time I saw the place with Anne. Things to do... 

    "And what will her Ladyship say about all this?" asked Brenda, "Half-rent will cut your income." 

    "Her Ladyship," I said, "Was doing fine before I showed up, and as long as I'm not a hindrance to her I doubt she'll mind." We diddled with the numbers and details of the idea for a couple of hours and finally shelved it for the night. I headed for the barn thinking of something else entirely. Flight. 

    I'd seen the outward mechanics of it, when either of the women had flexed the muscles of their legs to somehow generate lift and momentum. What I didn't quite understand was how to initiate matters. 

    I wasn't the least bit tired and there was plenty of moonlight, so when I found the fence posts that Anne had bought and never got around to using, I decided to get a head start on repairs. 

    I discovered that I could pinch out the old staples that held the fence to posts, yank up the old post, push a new post into the ground, and thumb-push the new staples into the new post. Cool. I grabbed a couple of dozen posts in each of several trips and replaced fencing in the dark until April returned. The work went fast and easy. I had only two posts left to do when April asked, "Want some help?" from somewhere just above me. 

    "Just finishing up," I said, shoving the last two posts into the ground and attaching the fence to them, "Killing time waiting for you, your Ladyship." 

    "I liked 'my goddess' better," said April, drifted down to land beside me, 

"Just about any woman can be a lady if she tries." 

    "Brenda's words. I prefer goddess, too, but she's careful how she uses that word, since she believes in them. Or one of them, anyway," I said, taking her in my arms and kissing her, "It wouldn't surprise me very much if she was inadvertently worshipping one of the previous Protectors of Earth." 

    "No, I don't think that's what Brenda prays to," said April, "Although some have seen us as deities in the past. Some still see us that way today." 

    "Very understandable. Especially when holding you close. Where's Sara?" 

    "She's heading back to L.A." April seemed thoughtful for a moment, then asked, "You remember when I said we needed to talk, right after that session at the table? This might be a good time." 

    "You're going to recommend caution. Anything else?" 

    "That, and tell you why I enhanced you. I hope you don't mind when you find out." 

    "Doubtful. You'll need the help for some reason or you wouldn't have done it." 

    "You've been thinking about it?" she asked, stepping back to look at me. I pulled her back to me and kissed her soundly. 

    "Oh, well, maybe a little, yeah. Why me? Etcetera. Easy answers, there. Combat skills and conscience. Training and

experience. Worshipful attitude." 

    That made her laugh again, "Worshipful attitude wasn't on the list." 

    "It probably should have been. You may need that kind of control sometime." 

    That surprised her. "That kind of control? Why's that?" 

    "Probably not of me, but maybe of the others you bring aboard later." 

    "The others? You have been thinking. What else did you come up with?" 

    "Extrapolations, mostly. You're created with super bodies, better than average minds, and the ability to enhance Terrans. You're sent alone to defend a planet against an army of aggressors. That didn't make sense at first, but it would if you were made to be able to manufacture your own army - as you are

- from indigenous personnel and lead them against the enemy forces. Guerrilla warfare. Insurgent tactics." 

    I tried to read her expression, but she merely nodded. 

    "Go on," she said. 

    "Well, for some reason, neither side can afford to be noticed, or the Aktions would simply nuke the Earth and be done with it. That would seem to mean there's someone out there who's bigger and meaner than both sides in this conflict and who would probably not like what's going on here." There was silence for a few moments. April didn't deny anything. 

    "Enhancing is also an element of control," I said, "Men can't go back to Terran women and women wouldn't be satisfied with Terran men. I'd say your super-libido was a well-deliberated, calculated addition. It isn't a design flaw of any sort. You're supposed to cooperate with it and use it, and I'll have to cooperate with it, too. Terran concepts of monogamy are not applicable to us." 

    "I may have underestimated you," April said quietly. 

    "Consciously, maybe," I said, "But I seriously doubt that's likely. You weren't engineered to underestimate people. You're built to evaluate them. How would questionable people become enhanced? You'd have no interest in them. Also, they could be dangerous to you and others. You'd have to kill or imprison the failures or let them run loose, any of which would be contrary to your 'prime directive', to borrow a term." 

    I touched her forehead and her breastbone. 

    "Your mind and heart, as much as your libido, are used in choosing who drinks from your well, April, although there's probably a bonding process built into the changes as a safety net. I'd bet there's never been an enhancee who wasn't totally loyal to his or her enhancer." April was rather tight-lipped and tense in my arms. Her voice was flat. She said tersely, "I think we just had that talk. You don't seem at all confused." She pulled slightly away from me. 

    "Something else," I said, pulling her back to me. She almost glared at me. 

    "Oh?" she said archly, "There's more?" 

    "Much more, April. I'm not saying all this because I feel manipulated or used. I was ideal for your purposes and I was ready to grant you goddesshood well before I got a whiff of your wildflowers. I wasn't analyzing my situation to find fault with it. All women should be as well constructed as you in all ways, April. Beauty, brains, strength, instinct... You've been created as one of many saviours to many worlds, but you aren't some kind of an overblown engineering project. You're the best there is of both humanity and womanhood, and I feel privileged just being with you. That you chose to enhance me pleases me beyond words." 

    April laughed sharply. "Oh, bullshit!" she said, "You'll never be beyond words." 

    I wore a stricken look for her that made her laugh again. 

    "So what now?" she asked, "You seem to have all the answers tonight. Where do we go from here?" 

    "No idea. I do know what we need to do next; we need to go back to the barn and bang like bunnies to consecrate ourselves in a proper Pagan manner." April was laughing as her near-nothing costume landed at her feet. "You won't make it to the barn," she said, tossing me flat on my back. 
Chapter Ten

"If you haven't ever made love outdoors, you've missed something." - Ed. Sometimes lovemaking becomes a contest of sorts. I landed flat on my back hard enough to rattle my teeth and put a helluva dent in the state of Texas. April felt no need to hold back with me anymore. I quickly found my arms pinned to the ground and a naked April sitting on my thighs, grinning down at me. 

    She'd slipped out of her little costume before she toppled and straddled me, leaving it a puddle of fabric a pace away. 

    A woman as powerful as April isn't likely to be satisfied with men who are unable to withstand some pounding and squeezing, but I was used to being the stronger and having to take it easy, and old habits are hard to break. 

    "Well?" she asked, grinning down at me, "Let's see what you've got." 

    "Fine," I said, grinning back, "I hope this will be more fun than Sara's testing program." 

    I began by trying to free my hands. At first it seemed I might have better luck if they'd merely been pinned by a couple of trucks. 

    "You'll find out. Move me." The grin stayed in place. "If you can, that is." 

    Okay, I thought. She wants a serious effort, so she'll get one. I concentrated everything into trying to get at least one arm loose. Every moment that passed as I struggled against her grip convinced me a bit more that I might well be wasting my time and efforts. The grin on April's face never wavered as the muscles of her arms and shoulders began to stand out and swell. 

    All I had succeeded in doing was turning my hands palms-downward by twisting my wrists within her grasp. This caused her eyebrow to rise slightly, but nothing else about my situation changed. I was still pinned. Our silent struggle continued for some moments. Her strength was unbelievable, as was the situation. Here was someone who appeared to weigh around 150 or less, acting like the proverbial immovable object. The amount of force I was exerting should have lifted her entirely off me, but there she sat, grinning down at me. I realized I had to be missing some important little detail. 

    The scent of wildflowers wafted up on the breeze, getting stronger by the second, and I finally realized what was happening. Using her strength turned her on, which generated more strength. 

    If anything short of fear of death could have helped me discover a reserve of strength within myself, that was it. I stared into those beautiful eyes and reached into my Chi for a bit more, then a bit more than that. Her eyes widened a bit, but her grin --perhaps slightly strained now, I thought --stayed in place. I reached for more. Her gaze turned to one of surprise as she watched my right hand lift from the ground about an inch, then my left hand. Her reaction told me I probably shouldn't have been able to accomplish that much. 

    Suddenly an overwhelming scent of wildflowers and honey assaulted and overwhelmed me. April's changes of me then became quite apparent. There were snapping and ripping noises as my erection manifested itself between us like an awakened beast. 

    April looked down at the thing she'd created as if seeing it for the first time, then locked her eyes back onto mine as she twitched her hips to slide herself wetly back and forth on it in short little strokes. Her grin grew bigger. 

    "Whatcha gonna do with that thing, mister?" she softly taunted me, "I'm sitting on the middle of it and you can't move me, can you?" I'd pushed to my limits and had barely moved my hands an inch each. It was time to cheat, and I softly told her so. 

    "It's time to rig this game a little, milady." She looked at me questioningly as I brought forth the sensations I'd conjured at the table and in the circle. Both of my wrists were pinned by her hands, so we were conjoined in a thoroughly circuitous link as I sent those feelings into her. April's eyes suddenly opened wide and then seemed to stare into space. 

    I had thought that she might relax a little when the effect hit her, but that was not the case. She stiffened, her face flushed, and her nipples became engorged, standing like miniature castle turrets in the air above my face. Below, another small swollen part of her was trying to gouge a trench in my dick. 

    "That's... not... fair...!" she said, rubbing herself against me. " Oooohhhh...!" 

    "Neither is having a hundred times my strength," I said, feeding her more. 

    "Heh," she mumbled distractedly, "Poooor Baaa-byyy..." April's grip on my wrists tightened instead of relaxing. As her eyes closed and her mouth fell open, she began to rub against me faster and harder, but I could not free my hands, try as I might. 

    I fed more sensations along the link and was nearly instantly rewarded with her gushing orgasm, but her grip on my wrists never weakened. I was still pinned flat to the state of Texas. 

    I bucked my hips to try to move her that way, but all I got for my efforts was a series of happy little sounds as April moved enough to tilt her hips downward for better contact. 

    I was running out of ideas, so I just kept hopefully feeding more sensations through our link. Her grin became a dreamy smile. April's rocking became faster and harder and she began to moan steadily as pulse after pulse of those sensations washed through her, but she wouldn't give up her position or her grip on me. 

    I kept increasing the doses of sensations until they had me on the edge of orgasm, too, and I just tried to hold them there, hoping she'd blow first. April's strokings had become more languid and she was flooding us with both her juices and pheromones as she came again in a series of orgasms that went on for several minutes. Her grip finally weakened enough for me to free my hands as she froze at the peak of a particularly nice orgasm. I took the opportunity to slide my hands up her arms and down her chest to hold her steady as I positioned myself beneath her, the head of my dick pressing slightly into her wetness, then reached for her face. When I pulled her face to mine for a long kiss, I began a long, slow plunge into her as our lips met. Our kiss stifled her small keening of pleasure when something moved aside within her and she completely engulfed me. April's arms wrapped around me and her chin found my shoulder as we clung to each other, motionless for a moment or two before we began moving together towards our completion. 

    "I only want..," I whispered, "To make you absolutely mindless with pleasure." 

    "Uhnghhh..." said April, driving herself onto me and leaning back to sit upright. She said it again when she sat fully impaled on me. Such a lovely sight she was in the moonlight, with her head back and her breasts looming over me. I ran my hands over her breasts, shoulders, arms, and thighs and marveled at her beauty and the feel of her. Small motions within her massaged the length of me and I knew she was close to a truly wonderful orgasm. I completely forgot about myself as I urged her onward. As ever, it seemed to become my life's goal to help her reach that peak. 

    I placed a hand on each of her breasts and sent into her a collection of all the passions from within each of us. April's back arched and she stiffened suddenly, screaming into the night sky as the crashing orgasm froze her above me for long moments. Hers triggered mine, and again there was a flash between us as I spent myself into her in several long spasms of pleasure. For several moments more April made small posting motions to milk the last of the rollergasms out of herself. I was privileged to feel each and every one of them with her as they washed over us both. 

    At long last, unable to summon even one more from within herself, April toppled slowly onto my chest and just held me close as she let herself drift glassy-eyed on a sea of contentment. 

    It was a time when anything more than the slightest kiss or motion could disturb her spell, so I held quite still as I breathed deeply of her and tasted her shoulders and neck with little touches of my tongue. I was still deep within her and her taste and smell was keeping me hard for her. I didn't really know if she'd hear me when I whispered, "Thank you again, my goddess," but a soft kiss on my shoulder let me know she heard me. Sunrise and Brenda found us napping on the hilltop. She had seen us and had turned to retrace her steps, but we'd already wakened at her footsteps. 

    "Brenda," April called to her, "It's all right, we're awake, and we're not shy." 

    "Hey," I said, "Speak for yourself, there, I'm as shy as a damned virgin." As April lifted herself off me, I noticed the condition of my jeans... in the front, everything from the top of my legs up was destroyed. I was wide open to the world. I pulled off the remnants of my shirt to hold it in front of me. 

    "Ha," said Brenda, approaching us as April retrieved her costume, "Don't forget, we all know for a fact that you haven't been a virgin since about 1966, Ed. I hope you did your best to make her happy..?" April gave me a quick kiss and winked at me as we got to our feet. I had no idea why at the moment, but then she patted the top of a fencepost. 

    "You were working in the dark, Ed. Are you sure you got them all?" Brenda's eyes were drawn to the post. She realized it was new. Her eyes followed the fenceline into the distance, then flicked my direction in disbelief. 

    "All but the ones along the service road," I said. "I ran out of fenceposts." 

    April grinned as she said, "He's so good with his hands, Brenda..." I used the next week on the farm to rediscover myself. With April's guidance, I came to know how to use (and not use) most of my new abilities to basic levels of proficiency. 

    The only new talent that just didn't seem to want to cooperate was flight. April and I knew that I could at least levitate myself, but we couldn't seem to find the key that would make it a conscious action. The quarter-inch organ that April and Sara had seen in my chest was now almost a full inch in diameter, but I couldn't seem to find a way to get off the ground. 

    It just didn't make any sense to me that I could discover how to generate radiation that would weld steel, but couldn't figure out how to call up what should have been just another new talent. 

    I back-burnered the whole flight thing before it became frustrating and concentrated on learning about my other new abilities and their limits. The undiscovered key was found a few days later, when Frank and I went to the grocery store again on Sunday morning. As we drove past the construction site of a new building, we heard someone screaming. 

    A couple of kids had been playing in the site. One had slipped on a fourth-story I-beam and grabbed some wires to keep from falling. The wires had pulled away from the wall and now the kid was hanging on them four stories up. I positioned myself directly under the kid to catch him when he couldn't hang on any longer. 

    "I can catch him, but the fall from that height will probably hurt him anyway," I said, "See if you can find a way to pull him over to a beam, Frank." 

    But just as Frank began climbing the concrete rebar, the kid fell. I didn't think about it, I just jumped to intercept him, caught him about ten feet below the wires, and then had to push the wires away from my face as I continued to rise. I quickly grabbed the wires to try to stop my ascent. Now hanging upside down by my grip on the wires, I yelled, "Frank! I have a problem here! I don't know how to turn it off!" After a week of watching me work around the farm, Frank wasn't too surprised by this turn of events. He'd seen some truly wonderful fuckups as I had learned a few of my new parameters the hard way. He laughed. 

    "Yeah, I can see that. Lemme get up there and I'll try to reel your ass in." 

    He began climbing again with a coil of scrap wire over his shoulder. When he reached the beam just below us, he tossed a loop over my arm, caught the end of the wire, and used it to pull us to one side, where I set the kid down on the beam. Frank laughed again. 

    "Now what? You plan to just hang there upside down until it turns itself off?" 

    "You got a better idea?" 

    "Nope," he said, "Just asking." He laughed again as he watched the kid climb down. "You're gonna look pretty funny tied to the truck like a balloon on the way back, y'know. I'd get a handle on this thing if I were you." 

    "I'm working on it, Frank! And you aren't helping a helluva lot at the moment." 

    He laughed and said, "I could go get April if you want." 

    "I don't want! Just give me a minute, all right?" I thought about pulling myself down on the wiring, but then what? As soon as I let go of the wires, up I'd go. I tied a safety loop around my left wrist. 

    Maybe I'd just run out of steam if I waited long enough? No. I hadn't run out of steam pounding the fence posts, so I had a feeling it would be a long wait. 

    As I floated there by the unfinished wall, knowing I wouldn't rise or fall for the time being, I relaxed a bit. That was all it took. I began drifting slowly downward. Very slowly. Irritatingly slowly. I tried to find a way to speed things up a little. 

    At first there was no change, then it was as if I'd managed to connect with some inner control mechanism, and my desire to be back on the ground manifested itself rather quickly. 

    I plummeted to the concrete floor like a dropped stone, then got up to dust myself off. As I reached to untwist the wire from my wrist, I thought better of the idea and left it. 

    Frank thought the whole thing was hilarious. The kids were standing nearby, staring wide-eyed at the two of us. Frank was laughing, I was not. 

    "You need a little more practice, Ed. Better keep a hook and line handy." I glared at him as I got to my feet. I was still glaring when I turned to the kids. 

    "Get out of here and stay out," I ordered them. They nodded and ran as I broke loose some of the wire attached to my wrist and handed the end of it to Frank. 

    "Keep a grip on that end of the wire until I'm in the truck," I told Frank. 

    He did so, laughing most of the time. We continued on to the store. I almost decided to wait in the truck. Instead, I coiled the wire and carried it with me into the store. 

    "Let's get the stuff and get back, Frank. The next time that happens, I want to be inside a building with a ceiling to stop me." 

    "Good thinking," he said, still laughing, "Real good thinking." 

    "And don't say anything when we get back. I want to surprise April with it." 

    "Okay," he said, laughing again, "As long as I get to tell them about it later." 

    I accomplished the grocery shopping in a cautious manner, keeping one hand on our shopping basket at all times. People notice things like that and either think you're afraid they'll take your basket or that there's something wrong with your equilibrium or your mind. 

    I received some odd looks, especially when I finally told the insistently helpful bag boy in a low, rather threatening tone to

"Let-go-of-my-cart-dammit." 

    I apologized, of course, to avoid acquiring a reputation as being somewhat deranged. 

    "Sorry," I said, "Something happened earlier today. I'm still getting over it." 

    He nodded very agreeably as he backed away from me. My first efforts of flight in the barn during the afternoon were just what you'd expect. At first I had trouble getting up, then I had trouble getting down. 

    After achieving some mastery of takeoff and landing, I tried moving in various directions while remaining upright and more or less at the same height and speed. 

    I must have resembled a baby bird taking its first bumbling flights in a big birdcage, bouncing repeatedly off the ceiling and walls. It took all afternoon to become even barely proficient with this talent. When I could finally control myself well enough to carefully change course and speed and even stop in mid-air, I decided it was time to show April. Frank had been entertaining himself thoroughly by watching my progress. He opined that since I could now get down as well as up, I should show her outside, and left to ask April and Brenda to come outside to see something. When they were all on the porch, I smiled at April and lifted straight up as fast as I could to about three hundred feet, where I waited for her. April joined me embarrassingly quickly, grinning as she stopped herself absolutely level with me only a foot or so away. 

    "How? When?" she asked. 

    I grinned back at her. 

    "All afternoon in the barn, just so I could do this," I said, taking her in my arms. I kissed her long and with great feeling. "You turned an old wolf into a phoenix, April. I can't thank you enough." 

    "Oh, you can," she said, still grinning as she touched my face, "And you will. But I know you now, Ed. You'll never think it's enough, and I'm not going to tell you differently. It's kind of nice having you around." End ISTAG01
PROJECT NOTES

    1. Most of the named people in my story are - or were - real; Anne, Steve, Brenda, Frank, JJ and Cap, and even the grocery store manager and clerks, Fred the Cat, and a couple of others. I have only changed names where necessary to avoid lawsuits and such. 

    2. The farm in Mesquite, Texas, is real, and its history since 1966, when Anne bought it and we spent the summer together. I seem to get back there every 20 years or so to bust my ass repairing the place. 3. The Aktion Beta in Chapter One is an excerpt from my paramilitary employment history. He was a huge bear of a man on the side opposing mine during the Angolan problems in the seventies. 

    I had established a medical and communications position in a cluster of deep shellholes. He bulled his way through the firefight to my position and shot two of my wounded upon arrival. As he aimed at me, I dove under the rifle, grabbed it and his arm, and hung on. He tried to slam me against a tree. 

    The knife used then was an issued bayonet, not a Gerber folder. 4. The bimbo who used me to get rid of her bodybuilder ex-boyfriend in the apartment lobby was real, too, and things happened as written. Nearly a year later, I met him again at a party. He seemed proud to know someone who could take him down and introduced me to his friends as if I were a celebrity. The bimbo did not attend. 

    5. The football players were real. I was walking to the Wendy's restaurant when I saw the car and the footballer on a collision course. I tackled the kid out of the way as the car's ragged bumper snagged and ripped my pantsleg... It was that close. The driver was drunk, scared spitless, and stupid enough to try to back out fast. He backed directly into the police car he'd been trying to evade when he'd turned into the apartment parking lot. 6. The dream of the helicopter crash that killed JJ and the events leading up to it have recurred periodically since 1968. We were delivering supplies, we got shot up, and I landed in the river. JJ was so close before the bird rolled and it all went to hell for him... Since I sent that chapter up, the dream hasn't returned, so maybe telling of it has finally put it to rest. Goodbye (finally, hopefully) Cap and JJ. I hope you can now both rest in peace so I can, too. 

    7. The shower scene in Chapter 3 has happened many times. I do truly enjoy pleasuring women, which means by their standards and preferences, and I don't guess about them. I ask when things aren't obvious. 

    My most pleasurably exciting moments have been in the embrace of women who shared their most intimate summits of pleasure with me. A woman's fullest pleasure is the finest treasure, and if you don't agree, I can only doubt that you've ever truly succeeded in helping a woman create that pleasure yet. You'll know if you do. Guaranteed. And you'll live for the next opportunity. Anne taught me much in the summer of 1966 and I'll never stop learning. 

    FREE ADVICE: Ask her what she'd like...only she will know for sure. If she's too inhibited to tell you, well... Don't play with the timid ones. You'll accomplish very little. 

    I am (as of 1997) the 48-year-old retired mercenary/medic in the story. I'm 6'2", 178 pounds, still fast enough to grab a rattlesnake (had to do that recently in Titusville, FL), and I can put either of my hands through a cinderblock or use them to type about 40 words per minute. I informally teach TKD karate three nights a week for pocket money and personal fitness and sometimes write poetry. "Smart Women" is one of four of my published (as in 'sold') works. I can also write moderately risqué stories. I can fly a light plane or helicopter, pilot a boat's course in dark and fog, assemble or repair a computer, create web pages, and will generally find a way to defy any stereotype you can try to apply to someone my age and/or gender because I truly hate stereotyping. 

    Modesty isn't my strongest feature because it's useless when asking others to meet or exceed themselves. People need examples, not speeches and rhetoric. Show & Tell is how to Teach. If you haven't lived through or done something, you can only guess about it. 

    Note that I used no pen-name when writing this story. No need to, really. All the wrong people could find it anyway if they try hard enough. If I'd written a story about unicorns or elves, would I have had less reason to use a pen-name, just because there were no goddess blondes or sex involved? (Probably, in this society...but to hell with them, it's MY story, nobody else's.)

    You may think what you will of me with my total permission to do so. This story was fun to write and it gave some ladyfriends a tingle to read it. 

- Ed Howdershelt, 1997. 
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