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Chapter One

    Like I told the cops; she'd just stopped by my sidewalk table at Cafe Marseilles and asked me the time, then started across the street. I didn't know her, but I wish I had, because --if for no other reason --I'd be pleased and honored to tell anyone who'd listen about her last moments on Earth. 

    Watching the Israeli cops, fire, and other emergency personnel mill around the bus stop across from the cafe, I was amazed at how much damage one strap-on bomb can do. 

    The big red and white tour bus was riddled with holes. All but two of its windows were gone or shattered and it listed to the right because all of the tires on that side were flat. 

    Fifty or so men, women, and children on some kind of day tour had been waiting within the terminal lounge and had started filing out the glass double doors to meet the bus. 

    My eyes had been on the thirtyish brunette who'd asked me the time as she'd crossed the street toward the terminal. She'd kept herself fairly fit, though not the level of fitness you see in aerobics. Her tan was the kind you can't get in a tanning booth and it looked damned good on her long, shorts-clad legs. 

    She'd suddenly stopped cold in the middle of the street, glanced both ways as she'd dropped her two shopping bags, and then she'd sprinted like a track star directly at some guy coming out of the bus terminal bathroom alcove. He'd looked up from fumbling with something in his left hand and seen her just before she'd slammed into him with a loud scream and driven him backward into the concrete alcove and out of my line of sight. 

    There'd been a bright flash, an explosion louder than any I'd ever heard in a war zone, and the block wall directly across the outdoor walkway from the alcove had seemed to fly apart before a twenty-foot section of it collapsed. The amount of damage in the immediate vicinity was flatly phenomenal. Car and building windows as far as a block away were missing or shattered. A big aluminum 'no parking' sign near the walkway now looked like a colorful cheese grater due to shrapnel punching through it. 

    My table and others near it had been knocked over by a concussion wave. Window glass littered the sidewalk and people were screaming and yelling in what seemed like three or four languages. I reflexively checked myself for damage, got up, and circulated among them to see if I could help. Half a dozen people had been injured, but nobody seemed to be in critical condition and a few people who looked as if they knew what they were doing had begun tending them with napkins, strips of tablecloths, and whatever else came to hand. 

    That's when a cop grabbed my arm and gabbled at me in Hebrew far too quickly for me to understand more than a few words. I asked him to talk slower. 

    A man in his fifties looked up from holding a napkin compress to a woman's arm and said, "He wants your papers. Someone told him you were the last person to speak with the woman who ran across the street." Nodding, I showed my passport and said, "She wanted to know the time. I told her and she headed toward the bus. Those two bags in the middle of the street are hers." 

    He translated for the cop, who was writing down my info. That was a good sign. If a lone cop is taking notes, he doesn't consider you a dangerous suspect. 

    After a few more questions, the cop gave me a card along with my passport and moved on. I looked at the Hebrew I couldn't read, then looked at the guy who'd translated. 

    "It's an instruction card," he said, "It basically says you're to stay here until someone has taken your report." Returning his gaze to the woman's arm, he added quietly, "I have three of them." Emergency vehicles arrived and authorities took over the scene. Another cop who was talking with a fireman glanced in my direction and I held up the card. He pointed at another cop and sent him over to me. Fifteen minutes later, with the help of the man who'd translated for me before, I was free to go. 

    As I turned to thank my translator, the wall and roof of the bus terminal's walkway collapsed on two firemen and I ran over there to help dig them out. They were shaken and bruised, but not seriously hurt. I looked toward the alcove, but a section of the roof had completely covered it. Another fireman thanked me, but rather insistently took my arm to lead me out of the debris. All I was able to make out was "... our sort of work. Not for civilians..." 

    Yeah, fine. I went with him beyond the taped-off perimeter the cops had set up and took a last look at the devastation, then walked down the street to the beach. 
Chapter One

    Two blocks later, a strong presence to my right made me look in that direction. It got stronger, so I stopped to really examine the area and saw a blonde woman leaning on a second-floor windowsill of some stucco-walled building. 

    Her impassive gaze met mine and I studied her face. Maybe thirty, plus or minus a few years. Nice features. No smile, just the sort of mildly interested expression you'd see on someone's face as they examined a unique rock or seashell. 

    On general principles I smiled and gave her a little wave, then headed down stone steps carved out of the rock that had formed the low cliff at the edge of the Mediterranean Sea. 

    Sitting on a bench near a snack wagon, I pondered what to do with my last couple of days in Israel. I didn't really have a fixed schedule; I'd seen what I'd wanted to see and didn't really have a good reason to stay. That same sense of presence returned, this time directly behind me. I turned to see the blonde descending the stone steps in jeans and a white blouse that billowed a bit in the breeze. She stopped at the snack wagon and chatted with the guy inside, then headed in my direction. A few feet from my bench, she stopped and studied me for a few moments, then asked, "Did they send you to find me?" 

    I stood up and looked her up and down once. Tall, blonde, fit as hell, apparently, and generally gorgeous in her own right, but something told me not to try a glib answer on her. 

    Shaking my head, I said, "Nobody sent me here. Care to join me? I'm trying to figure out where to go next. By the way, you speak English very well." Making no move to sit, she said, "Yes, I know. Next?" Sitting back down, I replied, "Yeah. Next. I've been here two months. Saw what I wanted to see, and I'm not quite ready to head back to the States, but there's nowhere else over here I really want to go." Joining me on the bench, she asked, "By 'over here', should I take that to mean 'the Middle East'?" 

    "Yeah. And Europe. Been there for the last couple of years. Don't have much interest in seeing Asia again, so I'm kind of running out of places to visit." 

    After a few moments, she asked, "So you're just a tourist on a two-year holiday? Do you expect me to believe that?" 

    I chuckled, "You can believe whatever you want, ma'am. Won't matter a rat's rump to anyone but you." 

    Leaning back on the bench, she said, "You don't look very much like a tourist, you know." Reaching to pluck at the sleeve of my green Army shirt, she said, "You look as if you're dressed for work. What kind of work do you do?" 

    "I'm retired." 

    "From what?" 

    Again meeting her gaze, I replied, "At the moment, from everything. There's nothing I really want to do." 

    Her hand fell away from my sleeve. "I find that hard to believe." Shrugging, I said, "Believe it. I write a bit now and then, but that's more for my benefit than anyone else's." 

    "Are you published?" 

    Fishing one of my Abintra Press cards out of the rain-proof plastic baggie in my shirt pocket, I handed it to her. "Yes. Feel free to drop by my website." 

    Reading my card, she said, "I may do that," then she looked at her watch and said, "It's been nice talking with you," as she stood up. I stood up as well and said, "Thanks for the company," then she turned and headed for the stone steps. 

    Watching her fine figure as she stepped away across the sand, I felt a sense of loss. No, not loss, exactly; more like an opportunity missed. But an opportunity for what? She hadn't seemed too interested in me other than why I might be visiting her neighborhood. 

    From above came the sounds of an argument. I looked up and saw a man and woman yelling at each other on the walkway in front of the parking area near the low cliff. The man yelled a last time and left the woman standing there, then I heard a car start. 

    People do stupid things when they're pissed off. In this case, he gunned the engine and put the car in reverse without looking behind, then rammed into a van passing behind his car. 

    Apparently trying to correct matters, he put his car in drive and gave it too much gas. It plunged over the curb and through the low concrete wall lining the edge of the cliff. 

    As the car teetered on the edge of falling, I muttered something like, 

"Well, shit," and flew up there to shove the car back a few feet into the parking space. 

    The guy in the car stared at me in open-mouthed shock and his bikini-clad ladyfriend had a similar expression. Glancing around, I didn't see the blonde anywhere, but other people were approaching. 

    Leaving the errant driver and his beach bunny friend to their own devices, I flew back to my hotel, landed on the roof, and tried the stairwell door. It was locked, of course. Israelis were nothing if not security conscious. Looking over the side of the ten-story building, I saw nowhere to hop down without being seen. 

    Since it didn't really matter if I was seen because I wasn't staying anyway, I hopped over the edge to land in the rear parking lot and walked into my hotel past half a dozen people who seemed somewhat startled. When I got to my room, I started gathering stuff to pack and realized I was wearing my last semi-clean shirt, so I decided to do laundry in the basement washers I'd discovered on my second day there. 

    Wadding everything into a hotel trash bag, I headed downstairs with a stop for change at the lobby. While I waited for my coins, I again felt a sense of presence nearby, but didn't see the blonde or anyone else who looked capable of evoking that sensation. 

    That sense of being watched came and went a few more times as I did laundry and watched the news on the TV in the corner of the laundry room. No point in being concerned about it; it could have been hotel security making the rounds. I'd met one of their security people; she was a tubby, fiftyish woman with a quick smile, a cheerful personality, and a small 9mm pistol in a shoulder rig under her hotel services jacket. 

    Some time later, I was in my room, putting stuff in my backpack to be ready to leave in the morning, when someone knocked at my door. I opened it to find the blonde from the beach and simply held the door open for her as I gestured her into the room with a flourish. 

    After a moment, she strode in past me and looked around as she said, "I called some... friends... about you. They've been wondering where you'd disappeared to." 

    Hm. The Israeli cops had me on file from two rescue incidents and the bombing and the State Department tracked passport records, to include hotel stays and such. I also kept in touch with April, Sara, and Doris on a fairly regular basis. If anyone had a valid reason to know my whereabouts, they'd have been able to find me fairly easily. 

    I closed the door without locking it and asked, "Your friends, ma'am?" Eyeing my stuff on the bed, she remarked, "Don't sound so surprised that I have some." 

    "I'm surprised that they might give a damn where I am." Looking up, she said, "They didn't, until I asked about you. Did you know there's almost nothing on file about you?" 

    The blonde went back to examining my stuff as I mentally linked with Doris and asked, 'Got a minute, cop lady?' 

    She replied, 'Sure, what's up?' 

    Letting her see the blonde through my eyes, I asked, 'Got any idea who she is?' 

    'No. Should I?' 

    'Guess not. I'll try April and Sara. Later, ma'am. Thanks.' 

    April's response to seeing the woman was a surge of shock that made me ask, 'What's the matter?' 

    In a flat tone, April replied, 'Ed, if she's who I think she is, be careful. Be damned careful. We don't know where she's been for the past forty years.' I felt her link out as she almost yelled, 'Sara!' and Sara joined our link. 

    You can feel someone turn pale over a telepathic link, and if you aren't careful, your empathic reaction will parallel theirs. As an echo of Sara's shock washed through me, of course, the blonde turned to face me again. She saw my reaction and seemed somewhat concerned. 

    "Are you all right?" 

    "Um. Yeah, I'm fine, I think. Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?" He left eyebrow went up, then she gave me a peering, piercing look and replied simply, "Yes. I'm told frequently. Are you sure you're all right?" Nodding, I walked to the bureau to retrieve my coffee mug and sent, 'So who the hell is she, please?' to April and Sara as I took a long sip. April said, 'If it's really her, her name is Shalina. Nobody's seen her since 1967. She just disappeared, Ed. She didn't return from a mission. Everyone thought she'd left Earth. Ed, we're on our way. Keep her talking until we get there.' 

    'Shalina,' I replied, 'Okay, now what is she? A convertee? She wouldn't look that delicious after forty years unless...' 

    'No,' said Sara, 'She's one of us. Oh, hell, more than that. She was sent to Earth in 1758 to deal with one of the first Aktion incursions in this sector.' 

    Blink. Stare. 1758? Damn! She was holding up pretty goddamned well for a little old lady. Her peering gaze continued. I sent the ladies, 'Okay. Enough for now. Thanks,' and dropped the mental link. 

    The woman asked, "Why are you staring at me?" My automatic response was, "You're gorgeous, ma'am." She didn't buy that for a moment. I'd imagine my expression hadn't matched my words very well. 

    Stepping to within a couple of feet of me, she said in a quiet, ominous tone, "I want to know why you're here. Now." 

    Setting my coffee down, I draped my arms across the top edge of the tall bureau and replied, "Well, ma'am, it's like this; I'm here because I'm not somewhere else. That's all there is and it's the truth. And I didn't come here looking for you, if that's what you think." 

    She snapped, "Yes, that's what I think." 

    Her left hand flashed out and grabbed my right shoulder in what would have been a truly crushing grip if I hadn't been converted. Her right fist cocked back as she prepared to say something else. I didn't give her a chance to say it. 

    Lifting my legs, I planted both feet in her gut and shoved. She was pushed back several feet and the look of total surprise on her face let me know she hadn't in the least expected me to be able to do that. Her surprise morphed to rage. 

    When she launched herself at me, I sidestepped just a bit, got a grip on her left arm, twisted it up and tripped her at the same time, and wound up kneeling on her back briefly before I hopped up and backed away from her. She was back on her feet almost instantly. 

    "Either listen to me or leave," I said, "Just go the hell away, okay? I know what you are and I'm just a convertee. I didn't come here looking for you and the lady who converted me knows I'm here. If you bust me up, I promise she'll be on your trail for real." 

    Although she'd looked ready to come at me again, she heard my words and froze, eyeing me like a prizefighter. 

    "No convertee can do what you just did." 

    "This one can. I taught Tai Kwon Do to a lady like you. Her name is April." 

    Shaking her head, she snapped, "I've been watching you. You've contacted no one since I met you at the beach. You never went near a phone and you don't have a radio." 

    "Yeah, but I had to use my passport to check in and I had to show it to the cops today. She may get here too late, but she'll damned well get here." She seemed to be calming down a bit as she asked, "Where's April now?" 

    "Damned if I know, but she and Sara work out of a lab in New Mexico, and you know they can be here in minutes. What's the problem, lady? Why'd you come at me like that?" 

    Eyeing me tightly, she replied, "Never mind. Maybe I made a mistake. Or not. Why haven't you asked me who I am?" 

    "Maybe because you didn't seem very friendly?" Shaking her head, she growled, "No games, damn it. Do you know who I am?" 

    "Yes. I think so, anyway. Shalina. Missing since '67 and presumed to have left Earth. So what? Stay missing if you want. As far as I know, they've been getting along fine without you." 

    Looking ready to pounce again, she snapped, "If you didn't come here looking for me, how do you know my name?" 

    Linking to April and Sara, I met Shalina's gaze and held out my hand. 

"Touch me," I said, "Take my hand." 

    Suddenly very cautious, she replied, "Oh, I really don't think so. Given your training, you might..." 

    "Might what?" I cut in, "Might what... that you couldn't handle? Don't tell me you really think I could take you down again now that you're ready for something like that. Just touch my fingertips. Any contact at all's good enough." 

    "Good enough for what?" 

    "You'll see. If you have the nerve to touch me, that is." Looking truly pissed, Shalina sighed her irritation and reached to let her fingertips touch mine. As soon as we made contact, April almost shouted through our link, 'It is her! Shalina! Don't hurt him! He...' 

    Her eyes big and her mouth open, Shalina yanked her hand back and retreated a few paces as she hissed, "What... what the hell are you?!" Shrugging, I said, "Like I said, a tourist." 

    "You know what I mean, goddamnit!" 

    "Yeah, okay. April, Sara, Doris, and I can talk to each other. Anytime, anywhere." 

    "Doris?! Who the hell's Doris?!" 

    "Another convertee. How about taking a breath and calming down a bit, ma'am? It's just a form of communication." 

    Through our link, April said, 'We're almost there, Ed. Just hang on another minute.' 

    Hang on? What did she think was happening? 

    'Yes'm. Hanging on, ma'am. The room door's unlocked. No need to break it down.' 

    "Shalina," I said, "My friends are worried about me. Why? Did you do something before you disappeared?" 

    Her eyes turned hard. "Everyone thought so, and I couldn't prove I didn't." 

    "Uh, huh. Could they prove you did?" 

    "There were witnesses. Nobody would listen, so I... didn't return to the office. Some of the witnesses died violently or simply disappeared. They thought I had something to do with that, too." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Yeah, that's how people tend to think. But we could probably fix that. All you'd have to do is show us your memories of whatever happened." 

    Shalina suddenly grew alarmed and glanced first at the door, then the open window. Screaming "NO!" she launched herself at the window, but April was already coming through it as Sara opened the room's door and darted forward. 
Chapter Two

    Not five feet from her starting point, Shalina was taken down by April and Sara in a thrashing tangle of arms and legs. They hit the floor hard enough to make a dent in the stressed concrete and I quickly moved to try to grab some part of Shalina as the struggle continued. 

    Sara yelled, "Ed, get back, dammit!", but I reached for Shalina's left ankle and shoved her pants leg up enough to put my fingers on the bare skin of her leg, then opened a link and used a trick I'd learned from a lady named Stella Warn. 

    With an overwhelming level of insistence Stella had taught me, I commanded, 'Everybody FREEZE!' 

    All three ladies stopped struggling and stared at me, so I hurried to continue, 'Let her show us what happened. She says she didn't do whatever it was. Shalina, think about what happened. Take us through it.' 

    There was some mild panic and confusion in Shalina's mind for a few moments, but April and Sara were in the link, too, and they weren't about to let go of her. 

    April sent, 'Yes! Show us, Shalina! Please!' 

    After a short time, Shalina seemed resigned to her capture and took a deep breath as she stopped her struggles. 

    Glancing between April and Sara, then up to me, she thought, 'You can really hear me this way?' 

    'Yup,' I replied, 'All you have to do is think about what happened. That'll show us your memories like a movie.' 

    She still looked skeptical as hell. 

    I said, 'Hey, we're talking now, aren't we? Come on, lady! If you're really innocent, how can it hurt to show us what really happened?' 

    Instead of answering, Shalina must have simply taken us back in her memories. It was like being there, seeing through her eyes and experiencing every sound and sensation. I found myself looking at a lobby. People lay on the floor in positions too uncomfortable-looking for them to have been alive. Further along the hallway I passed through an archway and saw that description and warning signs above the international symbol for radiation were in French. The words read, 'Centre d'Etudes de Valduc'. 

    April said aloud softly, "It's the Valduc nuclear weapons facility near Dijon." 

    Also aloud, Shalina said, "Yes. I answered an emergency call about an armed break-in." 

    Further down the hallway was an open door. Through it I saw a man slumped over a desk. A dark-haired woman wearing a lab smock over a blue dress hunkered in a corner of the room, crying her guts out. 

    As I approached the woman, something dropped over me and I felt a sickening weakness. I barely had time to realize it was netting of some sort and that it contained gold before something slammed into the back of my head. Reeling, but not out, I saw the woman stand up and laugh as she stepped forward to hit me several times with blinding speed and strength almost on a par with mine, then she shoved me and someone behind me pinned my arms. Barely conscious, I was dragged down the hall to another room, where they stripped off my uniform and the woman put it on, then she put on a blonde wig. As the man held me captive in the hallway, the woman quickly kicked in the door, trashed the room with her bare hands while apparently searching it, killed two men from an adjoining office who tried to stop her, and ripped open the big vault door at the rear of the room. 

    She went into the vault and came back out holding two metal canisters, then approached me and set the canisters down so she could take off the uniform. Once she again wore the blue dress and smock, she hit me several times. Everything seemed to dim gradually, then went black. I woke to find myself surrounded by armed security guards, two of whom aimed odd-looking guns at me. I was again wearing my uniform and my hands were cuffed behind me. 

    Someone had put a man's heavy gold watch on my left arm above the elbow and there were slim gold bracelets on my wrists. I could feel rings on all my fingers and my hands were heavily taped together, probably to keep the rings in place. 

    I was still dizzy and disoriented. I had trouble walking as they took me to a holding room, tied me to a wooden chair, and questioned me. When I tried to tell them what had happened, one man angrily spat at me and asked if I thought they were fools. He pointed at a camera in a corner of the room and said six men had seen what I'd done. 

    Questioning became interrogations that seemed to go on forever. The gold made me violently ill, but they didn't care and the rat-faced little man in charge kept coming back for more. Tired. Sick. Started losing consciousness in the middle of interrogations and the skin on my arm was blotching from continuous exposure to the gold watch. 

    I managed to snag the watch under a sneaky pervert guard's belt buckle when he rubbed himself against my shoulder and told me some of the things he'd like to do to me. 

    Lunging up and heaving him at the wall with all I had left, I nearly lifted him off the floor before the watch band broke. Felt a little better immediately, strong enough to shoulder the guard into the wall, but not hard enough. 

    He got up and aimed his rifle at me as I sat down to work my hands under my legs and bring my arms up in front of me. I raised my hands to protect my eyes. 

    A bullet hit the handcuffs and one side broke open before I grabbed the guard and hit him twice, finally putting him down. Dizzy as hell. Staggered against the chair and fell. Realized I may have actually killed the guard. Didn't seem to care. 

    Starting to feel better with the gold off my arm. Clawed at the tape with the hook from the handcuff. Some of it came off my left hand, some of the rings still stuck to the tape. Fingers were swollen; couldn't get all the rings off, so I start clawing at the tape on my right hand. Guards burst into the room. One shoots and his bullet ricochets and hits another guard. Four men between me and the door. They can't shoot, so they don't seem to know what to do. More tape comes off as I head toward them. The guards pile onto me and we struggle. More tape comes off. I hit the guards and peel them off as they go limp. Soon only one left, a kid about twenty. He's scared as hell and aims his pistol, but can't seem to pull the trigger. 

    But once I turn my back on him to walk to the door he works up the nerve to shoot. The first bullet hits me in the middle of the back. Hurts like hell and jars me into the door frame. 

    I turn and the second shot hits my arm where the watch had been. Agonizing pain. I look down and see my own blood for the first time in my life. When I look at the kid, he shoots again. The bullet hits my neck, then the wall. Kicks up plaster dust. 

    "One more time," I growl in a voice I've never heard before, "And I'll kill you." 

    We face each other for a long moment. He drops the gun and it falls on one of his friends. When it hits the floor, it goes off and the kid pees himself as he jumps away from the gun. 

    Turn, head for the hallway. More guards coming. Ripping off the remaining gold rings, I sling them at the guards. They hit the walls and floor like bullets and one of the guards goes down holding his leg. Two shoot at me. Their bullets skip off me into walls and the ceiling. Some bounce again when they hit the floor. The men stop shooting and back away as I walk past them. 

    More guards at the lobby. More shooting. Feeling much better now. Look at my arm. No more bleeding, pink tissue sealing the gash. Fountain in the courtyard. It's dark outside. I stand in the fountain and let the cold water wash over me for a while as I watch people gather at the lobby doors. Bastards! Assholes! The rat-faced guard leader is coming out of the lobby with one of those big-barrelled guns. Aims it at me. I send some heat at the middle of it and his hands are smoking when he drops it. The gun turns in the air, lands on its back, and goes off pointing between his legs, but misses him. Big shell blows the hell out of the lobby doors. Guards fall, others scream, some have hands to faces. Probably blinded by glass. Gold dust billows, but the wind is behind me. Good thing I didn't let him shoot at me with that thing. 

    Still too weak to fly. I step out of the fountain walk to the parking lot, find a red Renault-16 with keys in the ignition. Drive away wondering why no cops or military ever showed up. Smash past the aluminum bar at the checkpoint on the road to the facility. 

    Don't get far before I'm sick again and find out why. Throw up twice on the side of the road and the second time I heave up more gold rings. Don't remember swallowing them, but I wasn't conscious half the time. Felt a lot better, but wondered if there are any more in there. 

    Try to levitate and stagger into the air. Slow flight west until I see a big farm. Land and follow power lines to look for a circuit box, find one at the corner of the barn. Big bar fuses. Manage to work one loose and out, then stick my fingers into the grips and feel the juice surging up my arms. Soon sick again. I let go of the circuit to kneel and throw up two more rings. Stand up and lean on the wall as I charge some more and study the rings on the ground. Wedding bands, their designs worn down a bit. Someone's idea of a way to make sure I couldn't get rid of all the gold during interrogation? If so, big mistake. Works better on the outside. I cough a laugh and glance at my healing arm as I think, 'That watch sure worked well enough.' 

    What seems like only moments later, a yelp and a cold spot on my leg wakes me. A dog is backing away, shaking his head and pawing at his nose. It probably sniffed at me and got shocked. 

    With a low growl, the dog lunged at my calf. The moment its mouth made contact, it began spasming uncontrollably until it shook free and lay at my feet. Still breathing, at least. Broken teeth and some charring inside and around its mouth. 

    I studied the dog and couldn't seem to care about it much. Pulling my fingers out of the fuse holders, I took stock of myself. Still a bit weak, but a lot better than before. 

    My head had cleared, or at least I thought so. Lifting into the breaking dawn sky, I headed for Paris, but suddenly didn't feel it would be a good idea to show up there. Instead, I went home and set up my Dictaphone, hooked myself up to my own charger, and dictated a report as I fed on two-twenty current. The more I said, the less believable my story sounded, and as I neared the end of my report, I decided to avoid the office until I could contact someone there and find out what was going on. 

    Noises in the street interrupted me and I looked out the window. Two men were approaching the front door on the walkway. I spotted more men surrounding the house to each side. I finished my report quickly and went upstairs to pack a few things as the doorbell rang. 

    Apparently Shalina fast-forwarded, because the next memory she showed us was set in a small town in the mountains. We saw her dial a pay phone and she introduced herself to whomever answered by another name, then asked to speak to Miss Evelyn Russell. 

    Russell realized immediately who she was talking with and used Shalina's alias when she gushed, "Oh, my God! It's been ages since college! Are you free for lunch?" and so on. A meet was set 'at that cafe where I met Julian' and Shalina fast-forwarded us again. 

    A smiling brunette woman handed a newspaper across the table as she chatted about some guy named Julian's preference for oddly flavored coffees, then said, "It's good to see you again. I was worried when you dropped out of school." 

    Shalina answered, "But I left you a note. On the coffee table." Shaking her head, Russell replied, "I never got it. They cleaned out your place and re-rented it. I don't know where they took your stuff." 

    "Doesn't matter. There weren't any heirlooms." Looking at her watch, Russell said, "Well, back to work. It was nice seeing you again. We really must keep in touch." 

    "We will." 

    After goodbyes and watching Russell drive away, Shalina sipped coffee as she studied the neighborhood for signs that anyone might be following Russell. Some minutes of that passed before she stood up, picked up her shopping bag and dropped the newspaper into it, then walked away. 

    Fast-forward again. She took an envelope out of the folded paper, tossed the paper in the trash, then opened the envelope. 

    The note read, 'You're wanted for seven murders and theft of nuclear components. Do NOT come back to the office. Sauder is either one of them or working for them. Colonel Danon has orders to capture you at all costs to include killing you, and he was issued two of the captured rifles. I don't think he's an Aktion, but he will follow orders.' 

    Standing up, I took my hand off Shalina's leg and broke the link, then went to the bureau for my coffee mug. 

    "Damn," I said, "Now I feel as if I need to sit down and charge up for a while, too." 

    All the ladies looked a bit green at the gills as they began untangling themselves. 

    Shalina sat up, scooted back until she could lean on the bed, and looked at me as she asked, "What now?" 

    Pointing at April and Sara, I said, "You'll have to ask them, ma'am. I'm not in charge of anything." 

    April said, "As I recall, the plutonium was recovered, but the murder cases are still open." 

    "I recovered and returned it," said Shalina, "I followed rat-face for days until he finally made contact with the woman who stole it. He drove to a warehouse office in Lyon one night. After some talk, she led him into the warehouse and left him impaled on a forklift blade." There was a knock on the door and I waved at the ladies to get into the bathroom as I yelled, "Be right there!" then went to open the door. Two guys in hotel jackets stood in the hall. One of them looked past me into the room as the other asked, "Sir, have you seen or heard anything in the last ten minutes or so that sounded like an explosion?" It had only been ten minutes? Oh, well. Meeting the guy's gaze, I said, "I heard some kind of a really loud thud, like a helluva lot of weight hitting the floor or something. You think it was an explosion? Are you evacuating the hotel? Do I have time to finish packing?" 

    Raising a hand, the man said, "No, sir. There have been no orders to evacuate; we're just trying to locate the source of the sound. Can you tell us where the sound came from?" 

    I gave that some thought, then offered, "Well, I was standing in front of the bureau and it sounded as if it came from in front of me." Turning myself as if standing in front of the bureau again, I pointed ahead and said, "I was definitely facing that direction when I heard it." 

    The other guy pointed at my stuff on the bed and asked, "You're preparing to leave early?" 

    Nodding, I said, "Yeah. There's nothing else I want to see here and we have beaches back in the States." 

    Referring to a sheet on his clipboard, the guy asked, "You had no trouble with our laundry facilities?" 

    "Wow. You guys are really on top of things around here. No, I just put in money and the machines worked fine. Wish the TV had an English channel, though. The news was all Hebrew." 

    He rolled his eyes and gave me a confidential look as he replied, "Well, it is our national language, you know." 

    The other guy grinned with him and I grinned, too, as I replied, "Over half the people I've met here are Americans." 

    That removed his grin. They excused themselves and continued down the hall as I closed the door. As I turned around, the bathroom door cracked open a bit and Sara asked, "Can we come out now?" 

    "Sure, lady. Where are we going from here?" As they filed out, she asked, "Why leave at all? You have the room for the rest of the day." 

    "But someone down the hall is going to point those guys back this direction shortly. Someone that way," I thumbed over my shoulder, "Already sent them this way. Nope. I think we ought to split before I get charged for the dent you ladies made in the floor." 

    April chuckled, "They'll just bill your card for the damage." 

    "No card. I paid cash and I'm outta here, ma'am. If they call me about it, I'll tell 'em to bill the lab." 

    Sara said, "Let's let Shalina decide where to go." Shalina gave her a fisheye look and asked, "To do what?" Shrugging, Sara said, "Lie on a beach. Talk some more. Find a way to get those charges against you dropped." 

    "Just like that, you believed me?" 

    I said, "Vivid memories are damned hard to fake. They're a lot more than just pictures." 

    April nodded and shuddered at the same time. 

    "Yes, they certainly are. It felt as if that gold was..." she took a breath and said, "Ed, I'll call the hotel later about the damages. You check out and meet us on the beach." 

    Saluting, I responded, "Good 'nuff. Be right there." The ladies flitted out the window. I finished packing, then headed downstairs, got my change, and left the hotel. When I reached the stone steps, I saw the ladies standing in the surf and headed down to the bench where I'd first talked to Shalina. Rolling up my pants legs, I wandered over to join them. 

    April said, "It's about time you got here." 

    "I walked, ma'am. Didn't want to attract undue attention by flying out of the lobby, you know." 

    Two guys walking by studied April and Sara rather intently, but didn't stop to chat. A kid on a boogie board skimmed by, and people who might be his parents were approaching. 

    I said, "This place gets some traffic. Might be better to take things somewhere a little more private." 

    Sounding a little suspicious, Shalina asked, "Such as..?" 

    "Your place is right up the hill, isn't it? That window I saw you leaning out of earlier?" 

    Looking at all of us in turn, Shalina said, "No, I'd like to be able to go back there. That is, if I'm not going to be arrested." Shrugging, I said, "I don't see how arresting you would accomplish much. They got the plutonium back and nuke plant guards having all that gold on hand made it pretty obvious the Aktions set you up for a fall. What happened after whatsherface killed rat-face in the warehouse?" 

    Shalina asked, "Do you want to see it or just hear it?" 

    "Both," said April, "But hearing is good enough for now." Nodding, Shalina said, "I followed her. She drove to a nearby farm, met two men, and switched to a black Mercedes. I followed them to the coast, where they boarded a sport-fishing boat in Martigues. Once they were a few miles out, I landed on the boat and snapped off their radio antenna, tapped out the two men on the upper deck and set the auto-pilot due south at five knots, and waited. Another man came up from the cabin almost immediately. I tapped his skull as he appeared and waited some more. The woman came up the steps next, and she had one of those gold-guns." 

    Taking a breath, she said, "I tried heating it, but she just laughed and continued up the steps. When she aimed it at me, I flipped the hatch cover over. It hit the barrel, the gun went off, and the shell flew back the way we'd come. The woman dropped the gun and jumped straight up through the hatch cover to grab me. She was only about half as strong as me, but she'd had some excellent training and it was all I could do to contain her. Then she did something that threw me completely off balance and managed to grab the hatch frame to pull us down the steps, where she broke free and grabbed another of those damned guns off a bunk." 

    Shuddering, Shalina said, "I saw her finger move on the trigger and launched myself straight up. The shell hit my foot and exploded as I burst through the upper deck. When I was a few hundred feet up, I circled the boat to see if she'd come out, but she didn't. My foot and leg were in agony and coated with gold powder, so I flew into the water ahead of the boat and kicked hard to get rid of the gold. When the boat reached me, I lifted enough to look through a port hole and saw nothing but gold on the glass. I flew above it and tried to see through the hatch, but the lights were out. There was gold powder all over the rear deck and the wheel area above the cabin. Men were waking up on deck and one of them went below, then came out shaking his head and waved at one of the others to help him. They moved three suitcases up to the rear deck while the other man inflated a rubber boat and put a motor on the back of it." 

    She stopped again and looked around once, then sighed, "What the hell. I decided those people were too damned mean to live. One of the men started the little boat's motor and they slid it off the deck with him and the suitcases in it. I flew down, broke his neck, tossed him out of the boat, then moved it farther away and watched the big boat sink. One man went down with it. The other tried to swim for the raft, but I kept it out of his reach. I recognized him from my interrogations. He finally sank and didn't come back up." After a few moments of silence in our little group, I shrugged and said, 

"Well, horror of horrors. Some bad guys bit the dust. Or gnawed water or whatever. Couldn't have happened to a more deserving bunch. Now tell us about the suitcases, ma'am." 

    Shalina's moderately horrified expression almost matched those of April and Sara and I rolled my eyes at them. 

    "Yeah, yeah. Gimme that look and get it out of your systems, then let's get on with the story, okay?" 

    Another moment passed as the ladies glanced at each other, then Shalina said, "The plutonium canisters were in two of the suitcases. The third suitcase contained almost three million dollars. I took the plutonium to Dijon, left the suitcases in a train station locker, and called the police about them. I kept the three million for expenses." 
Chapter Three

    As we all began walking in the surf, Sara snorted, "Expenses, huh? Three million bucks would have gone a long way toward expenses back in 1967. You must have planned on living pretty well." 

    "Not really. I've needed much of that money over the last forty years. I've given some away, too." 

    "The money's not important," I said, "Why did you stay gone so long, Shalina? There must have been a dozen..." 

    Shalina interrupted me with, "I just did, okay? Something about that incident made me question everything. Everybody. All of a sudden I wasn't sure about anything anymore. I tried to call the office a week later and they said Evelyn had called in sick. I watched her house for a couple of days, but she didn't come home." 

    With a deep sigh, she said, "That weekend they found her in the river ten miles from Paris. When I called again, some guy named Purdue was running my office, which didn't make any sense because the office only existed to screen and support my missions. I watched the place for a while and saw a woman who looked almost exactly like the one on the boat go there every day for a week. The following Monday the sign on the door was changed. An import business moved into my offices." 

    I muttered, "Oh, hell, that's just classic." 

    "What?" 

    "Did you check out the import business?" 

    "Of course. They brought things into France from China. I saw their crates at Orly." 

    "Still remember the name of the outfit, ma'am?" Her gaze narrowed. "Yes. Having your world yanked out from under you does wonders for your memory." 

    Linking to Doris, I had Shalina tell me the name and asked Doris to run a background on it. 

    She linked back a few minutes later and the ladies and I stacked hands before I said, 'Okay, we're ready. Go ahead.' 

    Upshot: the import company had been a front for a French intelligence branch. After a year of operation, it was sold on paper to another outfit, also a French intelligence front, which in turn sold it to a legitimate importer to clean the trail. Like I said, classic. Also thoroughly unimaginative. 

    I said, 'Now check out the top half-dozen customers, ma'am. Bet you find that one of them went out of business after a fire destroyed all records just after the last sale.' 

    Her droll reply was, 'I know the routine, Ed.' 

    'Oh, yes, ma'am. I'm very, extremely sorry, ma'am.' 

    'What you are is a pain in the ass.' 

    'Oh, never, ma'am. I don't play that way.' 

    Sara laughed and Shalina snickered. April was about to say something when Doris said, 'Got it. Fifth biggest customer's fire was the very day of exchange. Now how about telling me what all this is about?' 

    I looked at April. She nodded and sent, 'Shalina's been found. She's innocent of all charges. Stand by one.' 

    'Who's Shalina and what was she charged with?' 

    'You'll see. Ready?' 

    'Okay. Ready.' 

    Gathering herself, April sent her memories of Shalina's memories to Doris

--and in the process, to all of us. We again relived her experiences in 1967. After a few moments, Doris said, 'I thought I felt someone else in the link. Shalina, are you there?' 

    'Yes,' said Shalina, 'I'm here.' 

    With considerable controlled emotion in her words, Doris said firmly, 

'We're going to fix this,' then she dropped the link. 

    Shalina looked startled as we let our hands separate. She asked, "Why'd she quit? Or drop out, or whatever?" Sara answered, "She probably needed a Kleenex. By the time we get to the lab, she'll have every bit of info available concerning that case and trails to follow for more info." 

    "Trails? To find what, after all this time?" As if she couldn't believe the question, Sara replied, "To find evidence to clear you, of course!" 

    Shaking my head, I said, "That's a given. I think she wants to know where things'll go after that, ma'am." Turning to Shalina, I asked, "Could it be you'd rather not be active again?" 

    Giving me a sidelong glance, she allowed, "Maybe. When I was in the thick of things, I never had more than a day or two off for decades at a time. Hell, I didn't have a life of my own beyond being Earth's only Protector. Everyone told me I was indispensable, but it's funny as hell how when I disappeared, it only took a week or so to get another one here." 

    Glancing at April, then at Sara, she added, "And now there are two. Or are there more?" 

    "Just two," said April, "Are you saying you won't come back with us? Work with us?" 

    Raising a hand in protest, I said, "Hey, she's a little old lady who'd already spent two hundred years in the harness before she was framed. Give her a break, ma'am." 

    The 'little old lady' speared me with her gaze and I gave her a weak little grin. "Just tryin' to help, ma'am! Don't hit me!" After a moment, she said, "Like hell you were," then she looked at us as a group and said, "I need some time to think about this. He's half-right, you know. I served on two other worlds before Earth and I was born in what was 1510 here on Earth. Are either of you even a full hundred years old yet?" 

    "Ninety-one," said Sara. 

    "One-oh-four," said April. 

    "Day-um!" I exclaimed, "Four hundred and ninety-six? And you still look like some kind of beach bunny?! Wow!" 

    She sighed and snapped, "Do please shut up, will you? We adults are trying to have a conversation." 

    "Oh, not fair, ma'am. I'm not exactly a kid anymore, either." 

    "You aren't even sixty. I saw your police passport stats." Giving me a droll look, she turned to April and said, "He had to be almost fifty when you converted him. Isn't that still contrary to general policy except in the direst circumstances?" 

    Rolling her eyes, April sighed, "I knew someone would bring that up someday. Yes. It is. But there were... extenuating... circumstances, Shalina." With a raised eyebrow, Shalina replied, "Oh, I'm sure. What extenuating circumstances, if I may ask?" 

    Sara grinningly piped up with, "He killed an Aktion beta with a pocket knife about two minutes after he met her." 

    Shalina's raised eyebrow became an expression of amazed disbelief as she turned her gaze on me. 

    "It's true!" chirped Sara, "And that's not all. He..." April raised a palm to stop her and said, "Easier to show than tell. Ed, would you make us all another link?" 

    "Well, gee, I dunno, ma'am. I don't want to have to tell Shalina not to salute." 

    Shalina barked a soft laugh. "You shouldn't worry too much about that possibility." 

    Sara snickered softly, "But you might in a minute." When I held out a hand, the ladies stacked theirs on mine to form the link, then April sent her memories of the night we'd met. Something had slammed into her back and knocked her out of the night sky hard enough to make a twelve-foot crater in the concrete roadbed of I-30. 

    I suddenly jumped into the crater and she grabbed me by the throat, then realized I wasn't an Aktion and dropped me as she scanned the sky. Hearing a noise behind her, she turned to see me charging up the slope at a bulky Aktion soldier with an energy rifle. I threw a handful of dirt at his face and grabbed the weapon, then did my best to avoid the muzzle and do some damage when I couldn't get the rifle away from him. 

    When he prepared to slam me against the ragged edge of the crater, I climbed up and over his back and landed on my feet behind him with my folding knife in my hand. The Aktion soldier turned and I rammed my knife up and into his throat, then we slid into the crater and I kicked at the knife to drive it up into his brain. 

    The Aktion died and I rolled away and just lay there trying to draw a decent breath and remain conscious as April stood over us with a sense of total amazement. The last image she sent was a close-up of the knife, then she dropped the link. 

    Our hands fell apart and Shalina just stared at me for a few moments until I asked April, "You've never really let me know what I was up against that night, have you?" 

    She grinned and shook her head. "No." 

    "Should I want to know?" 

    April laughed, "Oh, probably not." 

    "That bad, huh?" 

    "Oh, yes. That bad. Worse, really." 

    Nodding, I said, "Well, okay, then. Maybe some other time." Reaching to tap the knife on my belt, Shalina asked, "Is that the knife?" 

    "Yup." 

    "May I see it?" 

    I pulled it out of its belt case and flicked it open, then handed it to her butt-first. 

    She took it and studied it for a moment, then said, "It doesn't have a spring. How do you open it like that?" 

    Taking the knife and closing it, I said, "Like this," and flicked it open again. 

    Shalina took the knife, closed it, and tried twice before it flicked open for her. She did it again a couple of times, then handed my knife back and stared at me again for a moment before looking at April. 

    "That was quite something, but it doesn't explain... oh. Yes, I suppose it does. He thought he was protecting you." 

    April nodded. I held up a hand and said, "Wait a minute. This has been bugging me for years, April. That guy had a GAR rifle. He might have had to shoot you two or three times to put you down, but..." She shook her head. "No. Sorry. I'd have incapacitated him before he could get a second shot." 

    "You're sure about that? Absolutely sure?" Her manner was firm. "Yes. No doubt at all. Sorry." Shrugging, I sighed, "Well, damn. Oh, well. At least I tried to save your gorgeous ass, ma'am." 

    April laughed, "Yes, you did." 

    Turning to Shalina, I said, "I was an ex-mercenary. I'd seen too much and done too much and I tried to settle down in Dallas. Couldn't talk about where I'd been or what I'd done, partly because it was all classified in one way or another and partly because it was plain damned gory in spots, so I ran a little short on small talk at parties. Tried a few jobs. Nothing suited me. Everything about the civilian world seemed trivial as hell. I was on the verge of going back to Africa when April fell out of the sky in front of me." Shalina's eyes narrowed slightly in a questioning manner, but she didn't ask, "Where's all this going?" She knew. 

    "You know how that is, ma'am. What it feels like. I couldn't even let myself get into a bar fight. Somebody might've gotten killed, and it likely wouldn't have been me. Saying the wrong thing about where I'd been could have put me in prison. I ran into a few people who knew me and my past, but I was never stupid enough to think they were there by coincidence. They were keeping a loose eye on me, half-expecting trouble. I'll bet you have some people like that in your life, too; maybe even those 'friends' you mentioned checking with about me." 

    Her expression never changed, but her eyes reacted, her pupils dwindling to pinpoints briefly as she softly growled, "Get to your point, please." 

    "In a minute. When I joined up with April, I threw myself into things as my conversion developed. Learned a lot in a hurry about why she and Sara are here. Learned a lot about my new self. Got really involved with it all for a while. Then a few things happened and I started feeling constrained. Some things about the way things were done began to bug the hell out of me. I decided to leave the program and... excused myself." Sara chortled, "You 'excused yourself?' What an absolutely lovely way to describe that moment! Ed, I believe your exact words were, 'I'm getting the fuck out of here!' 

    "Gee, thanks a lot for the clarification, lady." She cheerily replied, "Just trying to help." Looking thoughtful, Shalina said, "Maybe you did. Ed, are you still outside the program?" 

    Nodding, I replied, "Yup. Well, sort of. I drop by the labs now and then to schmooze and catch up on things, but unless the ladies call me to help with something, I'm on my own." 

    Grinning, Sara supplied, "He's a sleeve card." April snorted, "More like a wild card, usually. But we find him fairly useful now and then. Is that what you're taking the roundabout way of getting to, Ed? You're suggesting we make Shalina our ace in the hole?" 

    "If she's willing, yes. Clear the books as much as possible and bring her up to speed on things, then turn her loose. She can be on tap for emergencies." 

    Shalina irritatedly snapped, "I just love the way you people are planning the rest of my life for me." 

    Oops. Well, it was fixable. I held out my hand to her and after a questioning look and a long moment she took it. April and Sara took my other hand in theirs and I sent our feelings to Shalina without words or pictures. Her lips began to tremble and tears welled in her eyes, then ran down her cheeks as she coughed slightly and croaked, "I... uh... I didn't..." She shook her head and started again. 

    Her hand fell away from mine as she said, "I didn't understand. I'm sorry I snapped at you." 

    "No sweat," I said with a grin, "Women are always snapping at me. I've almost gotten used to it." 

    She choked out a laugh, then took a deep breath and sighed, "Okay. I'm in. But if I want out again later..." 

    I shrugged and grinned at April and Sara as I said, "I can see two excellent reasons to doubt that'll happen. And wait'll you meet Doris." Coming toward us on the beach were two overly-muscled guys in their thirties. I first took them to be gay because of the way they were almost shoulder-to-shoulder constantly as they laughed and talked. They altered course to intercept us and stopped a few feet away. 

    We started to go around them, but they moved to get in our way and one of them yelped, "Hey, Papa! How about introducing us to your friends?" 

    "Last chance, guys. Get out of our way." 

    "Last chance?" He laughed and nodded toward the ladies as he said, "We just want to meet your girlfriends, Papa. Or are they your daughters? Is that why you're acting tough?" 

    Looking at the ladies, I asked, "What about it? You interested in meeting a couple of arrogant jerks today?" 

    Sara shook her head without comment. April gave me one of those 'you have to ask?' looks and rolled her eyes. Shalina said, "No interest at all." Looking at the guys, I said, "There you have it. Get lost." As we started past them again, one grabbed my shoulder and said, "We don't like you, Papa." 

    Remembering the panic-stricken dog I'd rescued from the rubble of a house fire in Spain, I summoned up the vivid memory of the dog's pain and terror as I reached to touch the guy's arm and sent those emotions flooding into him. He couldn't get away fast enough, falling on his ass in the surf and crabbing away from me with a look of complete and utter terror as he screamed, 

"No! No! Get away!" 

    His friend looked altogether stunned at this turn of events and --once he'd overcome his shock --grabbed the front of my shirt and cocked a fist as he yelled, "What did you do?!" 

    I said, "Just this," and touched his forearm, sending another copy of the dog's pain and terror into him. 

    He released me instantly and made an impressive leap backward to land on his buddy's legs and stumble in the surf, but he didn't go down. He stood panting as if he'd just run a mile as he gave us a big-eyed stare. We walked past them without incident, and a few paces farther, Shalina chuckled, "Well, that was something to see. What did you do to them, Ed?" 

    "I remembered everything I picked up from a dog I saved from a house fire. Terror, shock, pain, all of it. Then I sent a copy of that into each of those guys. Wanna see?" 

    Sidestepping, she grinningly yelped, "Hell, no, I don't wanna see! Can you teach other people to do that?" 

    "You mean like gorgeous super-blonde other people?" 

    "Did you think I meant anyone else?" 

    "Well, no, not really. Just wanted to be sure, ma'am." Looking at April and Sara, I asked, "Have either of you learned to do that yet?" April replied, "I certainly haven't. I'm not sure it's something that can be learned. We can initiate links through Ed to talk with each other at apparently any distance, but he's the only one who seems able to directly send and receive other peoples' thoughts and emotions." 

    Shalina asked, "How do you... 'initiate'... those links?" Shrugging, Sara said, "Any of us can just think about a link and it happens. Ed seems to be some kind of central point. We haven't really figured out how it works." 

    "How do you know he's a central point?" 

    "Because we can't seem to link to each other directly. And believe me, we've tried." 

    Glancing at Sara, Shalina asked, "How did you come to be able to communicate with each other that way?" 

    Seeing Sara chew her lip and blush is such a rare occasion that I wished for a camera as I chuckled. Sara gave me a sharp look that turned into a narrow glare, her blush even deeper than before as she glanced at April. April stifled her own chuckle and said, "We shared an... experience. That's all I can think to call it. When it was over, Doris, Sara, Ed, and I were bound together somehow." 

    "Must have been one hell of an experience." Laughing softly, April replied, "Oh, it was. Yes, indeed." Sara muttered, "It wasn't something I'd want to go through again, that's for sure." 

    "Not that part of it," I said, "Definitely not. But what about the last part of it? When we all came together? That was the part that really seemed to create the bond." 

    Yeah, I heard what I'd said even as I said it. I'd only meant 'merged', but... I mentally winced as I anticipated Shalina's response. She didn't disappoint me. 

    Acquiring a rather startled expression --perhaps even a shocked expression --she glanced around us and hissed, "You all came together?! What the hell were you doing?" Glancing around again, she laughed softly, "And if you ever decide to do it again, please count me in!" That comment led me to wonder how she'd handled forty years of limited companionship. I turned to April and Sara and asked, "Have any convertees turned up in the last forty years who weren't accounted for in some fashion?" The ladies seemed to give that some thought and glanced at each other with slight headshakes before April answered, "I don't think so, and if I understand where you're going with this, I'll add that none of Shalina's convertees have reported any contact with her since she disappeared." Shrugging, I asked, "Would they have? Convertees are known to be pretty loyal. Everyone seemed surprised as hell when I wandered off on my own." Her left eyebrow arching, April said, "Yes, you were rather unique. There tends to be a very low AWOL rate." 

    "So what happens to them when their golden goddess disappears? Given the types of people I've met who've been converted, I'd pretty much rule out ritual suicide." 

    That made Sara bark a laugh. "No, that's pretty unlikely. As a rule, they affiliate with the new Protector." 

    "A rule, huh? Guess I didn't get the memo. Anyway... how many convertees did Shalina have in '67 and how many showed up for roll call when April arrived?" 

    April replied almost instantly, "Eleven. Eight joined me within days. Two more by the end of my first week here. Another was on the Russian-Chinese border; it was a month before the news reached her. She called in and I visited her rather than risk her cover. There were no others on record." She delivered her last line with a look at Shalina, then asked, "Have you made any since you disappeared?" 

    Shaking her head, Shalina replied, "No. None. I couldn't take the chance. He might have done something and exposed us both." 

    So she preferred men? Kewl! April caught my grin and gave me a narrow look, but Sara grinned back. They knew what I had in mind for Shalina. I pointed to a bench just ahead and said, "Maybe we ought to sit down. I'd like to show you something more than you've already seen, Shalina. It might come as something of a shock." 
Chapter Four

    Again looking wary as we headed for the bench, Shalina asked, "Show me what?" 

    "You'll see. When's the last time you had a really good tumble, ma'am?" Stopping cold, she asked, "You mean sex?" 

    Sara grinned at her. "Yes." 

    Looking ahead, Shalina asked, "Here? On the beach?" 

    "Sure," I said, "No, wait." I looked at Sara and said, "She's wearing jeans. Remember what happened to you in the cafeteria the night I met Erin?" Looking at Shalina, Sara replied, "Oooo. Right. That wouldn't be good out here. You wouldn't happen to be wearing your uniform under your clothes, would you?" 

    Almost as if making a confession of sorts, Shalina pulled the collar of her blouse aside. I saw the glistening strap of a Protector's uniform on her left shoulder. 

    None of us asked her why she was wearing her uniform. AWOL she might have been, but her Protector's uniform was something she'd never part with. Shalina stopped in front of the bench and put her hands up in a protesting gesture. "No. I don't know what you have in mind, but we aren't going to do it where people know me. Follow me." 

    With that, she launched herself straight up at near-supersonic speed. We gave each other brief glances, then followed her and caught up with her at maybe a mile or so. 

    She eyed me oddly, but said nothing as she headed south and quickly led us to a mountain top some thirty miles away from the city. 

    Landing well away from some archaeological markers, she said, "This is where I come to think sometimes." 

    April asked, "What are they digging for here?" 

    "Pottery, mostly," I said. Shalina gave me an arched eyebrow as I continued, "This site dates from the time of Exodus. They won't find much that wasn't thrown away." 

    Sara asked, "And how do you happen to know that?" Gesturing at the dig site, I replied, "The layout. Dig patterns. Types and amounts of equipment on hand." 

    "You can tell all that from looking around?" 

    "Don't have to. That's what the tour group lady said when we came here last month." 

    With a narrow look, she responded, "Smartass." Nodding, I replied, "Yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am." 

    "You'd better make it a really good one." 

    "Oh, yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am." 

    "Stop that." 

    "Yes, ma'am. Stopping now, ma'am." 

    Shalina asked, "A good what?" 

    Sara replied, "You'll see. Skin down to your uniform," and held her hand out to me. 

    Once Shalina had draped her jeans and blouse over her left arm, we stacked hands and Sara took a deep preparatory breath, then nodded tersely as she said, "Okay. Do it." 

    Recalling my last sensual romp with the ladies, I sent those images, emotions, and sensations through our link. As the ladies received and responded to the first wave, I gathered their reactions and added them to the pile for a second wave. 

    Sara groaned softly and went to her knees, then rocked back on her heels and placed both hands on her middle as she rode out her orgasm. April stayed on her feet, but was breathing hard and flushed as if she'd been in a marathon event. 

    Shalina, however, simply froze in place as her eyes and mouth opened wide and let out a low, soft moan that grew in volume, raised in pitch, and eventually became almost a shout. 

    Her knees gave out and she went down, then toppled onto her right side and lay clutching her gut as she curled herself almost into a foetal position and lay gasping. 

    I let out the breath I suddenly realized I'd been holding and knelt beside Shalina as April and Sara moved to join her and lay beside her. Shalina eyed first Sara, then April, and then me. Although she was still recovering, her gaze was firm and both amazed as well as absolutely piercing. Was she angry? 

    Sara giggled and let out a sigh as she said, "In case you were wondering, that's why we let him hang out with us." 

    April laughed, glanced at Sara, and laughed again. I kept my attention on Shalina. Her gaze flicked to each of the ladies, then again fixed on me. For half a dozen vaguely-realized reasons, I chose to remain silent and wait. After some moments, Shalina moved to sit up, then began to stand up. I straightened and offered her a hand. She froze and eyed my hand for a moment, then continued to get to her feet without taking it. 

    April and Sara noted her avoidance and also stood up, each of them taking one of my hands in the process as if to show Shalina that all was well. Reaching to put a hand on Shalina's shoulder, Sara said, "We're sorry if..." and her eyes widened a bit as Shalina recoiled slightly from her touch. To me, Shalina said tightly, "That was very nice, but you won't ever do it again without asking first." 

    Meeting her gaze, I replied, "Okay." 

    "I mean it." 

    "So do I. You aren't the first to have a problem with it and she said almost exactly the same thing." 

    "She who?" 

    "Doris. And Erin. And a few others." 

    April said, "Maybe we should have talked a bit more first." Giving her a piece of the look she'd been giving me, Shalina said, "Maybe you could even have told me what to expect." 

    Sara snickered, "It sure was good, though, wasn't it?" Grinning at Sara, April looked at Shalina as if to get her opinion. A moment passed before Shalina let a small grin of her own appear. She chewed her lip as she shruggingly nodded and softly admitted, "Yes, it was." 

    Giving her a two-finger salute, I said, "No trouble at all, milady. I'd be happy to haul your ashes any time." 

    Sara chuckled and April rolled her eyes with her 'how typical' expression, then she put an arm around Shalina's shoulders and said, "We should have asked first, Shalina. He didn't act alone." 

    With a glance at me that included a wink, April said, "Give us a minute, Ed," and the ladies walked a little distance away. 

    Shalina seemed to be going through a bout of self-consciousness. After so long away from her group of convertees and maintaining such an extremely low profile for so many years, the orgasmic experience had left her shaken and somewhat off-balance. 

    Linking to Doris alone, I asked, 'Doris, is there anything going on in this neighborhood at the moment? Fire, flood, volcanic eruptions, stuff like that?' 

    'Hang on one while I check. What's going on, Ed?' 

    'Just looking for a distraction. Tell you about it later?' 

    'Okay. Would a ship in distress do?' 

    'Well, I suppose so, ma'am. How big a ship?' 

    'Big enough that you couldn't handle it alone.' 

    'Sounds good and you're very perceptive today, ma'am.' 

    'Uh, huh. Now you want me to call the three of you at once about the ship, don't you?' 

    'You got it. Like I said, perceptive. How's ten seconds?' 

    'Okay.' 

    She dropped the link before I could thank her. I lifted a few inches off the ground and drifted over to the dig site as if something there interested me. Shalina's eyes tracked my movement as she spoke with Sara. Doris linked a moment later with, 'Can you guys spare a few minutes for a distress call? There's a cruise ship in trouble eighty-six miles off the coast from Haifa.' 

    Because April's arm was still around Shalina's shoulders, she was included in the link. Her eyes widened slightly as April sent back, 'We're on our way, Doris. What kind of trouble?' 

    As Doris answered, I lifted in a low-level dash westward. Haifa was only about ninety miles north along the coast, but there was a lot of air traffic to avoid above Tel Aviv and Haifa. 

    Staying generally just above the terrain allowed me to fly just below the speed of sound until I was over open water, then I cut north and cranked my speed up to follow the coastline. 

    'The ship's engines are out,' said Doris, 'Sabotage seems likely, according to the distress message. Motive unknown at the moment.' 

    A dot on the horizon became a rather huge, multi-level ship and I circled it twice to have a look at the bridge and decks as the ladies arrived. Sara and Shalina continued orbiting the ship and April joined me when I landed near the bridge. 

    We'd been seen landing and the captain sent a bridge officer to the observation deck to greet us and bring us inside, where he outlined the situation with a Scandinavian accent. 

    "It appears that someone has sabotaged my engines for reasons yet unknown. Not to appear ungrateful for your offer, but how would the two of you be able to help me?" 

    April replied, "We could at least push you closer toward shore, where tugs and emergency craft from Haifa could more quickly reach you." The captain's eyebrows went up as he studied April from head to toe and asked, "Madame, have you any idea at all how much this ship weighs?" She eyed him tightly for a moment, then asked, "Captain, can this ship handle forty knots or more?" 

    After someone nearby wonderingly hissed, "Forty knots?!" and received a sharp glance from the captain, there was silence on the bridge for a moment before he cleared his throat and said, "Whether you can actually perform such a feat, I believe it might be wise not to exceed that speed. And there would be the matter of slowing the ship near the port." 

    April looked at me and said, "You aren't dressed to get wet. Stay here and pass the word when it's time to stop pushing." 

    Coming to attention, I saluted and grinningly snapped, "Aye, aye, ma'am! 

By your command, milady!" 

    She gave me a fisheye look, stepped outside to the deck, and lifted out of sight. Everyone was staring at where she'd been when I said, "Somebody keep an eye on our speed and let me know when she should stop pushing." Before anyone could answer me, the deck surged gently forward under us. A number of people were caught off-balance and three men jumped to their duty stations at the helm as the captain caught his footing and stepped over to a console. 

    Someone at another station called, "Four knots, Captain! Six. Eight. Ten. Twelve knots, sir!" 

    "James," said the captain, "Just let me know when we've reached the lovely lady's concept of forty knots." 

    I went to stand between the consoles and linked to April to repeat the captain's last words, then said, 'I'll call the number for you if you want. You're up to twenty-three.' 

    'Thank you. I want to do exactly forty knots, please.' 

    'Aye, aye, ma'am. Forty on the nose, ma'am.' 

    Within moments we approached that mark and I sent views of the bridge personnel reactions as I said, 'Thirty-seven. Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine. Forty, milady.' 

    Somebody muttered, "By God, she did it!" 

    Glancing at the captain, I asked, "You sure you don't want to try fifty or sixty knots?" Looking ahead of the ship, I quietly added, "Or a hundred, for that matter?" 

    "Sir," he replied with a glance at the console, "I admit I may have underestimated her. If necessary, I'll apologize." 

    "When you can admit having misjudged someone, it's already necessary, isn't it?" 

    "Yes, all right!" he replied in a mildly exasperated tone, "When she comes back aboard, I'll offer her my most profound apologies. Will that do?" Shrugging, I replied, "Yeah, probably. It happens a lot." With a sudden look of alarm, the captain grabbed a handheld radio and sent someone to look over the stern. When the man answered that he couldn't see anyone behind the ship, the captain turned to me and asked, "Where are they, sir? Why can't they be seen?" 

    "They're likely below the water line. I would be. In fact, I'd be pushing against the screws, not the ship's hull." 

    Looking somewhat relieved, the captain seemed to relax for a moment, then he tensed again and asked, "But... but how can you signal her to stop pushing?" 

    "I just can. And will." 

    "But..." 

    "Cap, trust me on this. She'll get the word. Besides, we're doing forty and you have no other way to contact her, so it's a little late to be worrying about that. Relax." 

    My words didn't seem to reassure the bridge crew very much. The captain began a discussion with someone about high speed emergency turns and the effects such a turn might have on the ship. He then got on the horn to someone on shore or on some other ship and the discussion turned to other emergency procedures. Oh, well. No pleasing some people. 

    I did some math in my head. Forty knots is about forty-six miles an hour. Eighty-six miles out, minus slowdown distance, call that ten miles to allow a fat safety margin, so the job would take about an hour and a half. Looking around, I asked, "Is anyone recording this boat ride? I know your instruments record stuff, but what about using cameras for some of it? Seems likely the media's going to be interested. Maybe others." The captain pointed at some other officer and thumbed at him to get moving and the guy took off down a passageway. He returned some minutes later with a couple of video cameras and a digital camera. 

    Using the video camera, the first officer panned the consoles and the bridge in general, then he seemed to run out of ideas. The captain told him to simply film the consoles every fifteen minutes until their speed dropped below twenty knots. 

    Turning to me, the captain asked, "Will you remain aboard for a time to speak with company officials and the media?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "Nope. She might, but I won't." 

    "May I ask why?" 

    "I let the ladies do all the public relations stuff." 

    "May I ask why..." 

    I interrupted him with, "No. Save your questions for her." Time passed as I continued to call variances on forty knots for April to help her stay on the number. A helicopter buzzed the ship and the captain talked to someone for a time, then he studied the consoles for another few moments before he said, "Please tell her to stop pushing now." 

    "You got it, Cap." 

    April heard his words through our link and said, 'Okay. We'll dry off and come to the bridge.' 

    Water drag began pulling the ship's speed down quickly at first, then it seemed to slow the ship somewhat less vigorously. Odd, that. I'd have thought the drag would be constant. Or maybe it was, but the ship was designed to create less turbulence at lower speeds? Or some damned thing like that? 

Whatever; the tub was still slowing down. 

    April and Sara landed on the bridge deck and approached the big glass doors. I linked and asked, 'Where's Shalina?' and Sara answered, 'She's upstairs. She said she'd rather stay out of the limelight until some things have been settled.' 

    Nodding to Sara, I grinningly saluted again and said, "Damned good job, ladies. Bye." 

    She chuckled, "Thanks. Bye." 

    I headed for the outer deck and lifted away, looking for Shalina. There seemed to be a strong presence in the southern sky, so I headed in that direction and found her two miles up and three miles out from the ship. Waving as I approached, I said, "Hi, lady. Fancy meeting you here." Eyeing her nearly-bare body, I added, "I was right. You're some kinda goddess, ma'am." 

    "Thank you. Why aren't you down there?" 

    "I don't talk to suits and reporters. I leave the aftermath to those who can best use it." 

    "Why didn't you help us push?" 

    "April used me to monitor the bridge. What's your agenda?" 

    "My agenda?" 

    "Yeah. Where and what from here and now? It's almost five and the ladies will want to play the media some. Want to go to dinner and talk a bit?" Eyeing my shirt and jeans, she asked, "Is that all you have to wear?" Likewise eyeing the jeans and blouse wrapped around her shoes under her arm, I replied, "No, but I was hoping not to have to dress up just to eat and chat. It isn't a date, y'know." 

    Her left eyebrow arched and Shalina remarked, "Don't be so sure about that," then she handed me the bundle under her arm and said, "Hold this." Taking the jeans first, she put them on, then examined the blouse. "Damn," she said, "A stain. I used my shoes to anchor my clothes on the roof of the ship's bridge. Must have had something on one of them." Reaching for her sneakers, she slipped them on, then she said, "I'm going to need some things, so let's head back to my place. What kind of food do you like?" 

    "Simple stuff. Steak and potatoes and like that. Big salads with lots of ingredients." 

    "Do you still have to eat at all?" 

    "No, it's just one of the things that help me keep in touch with the world." 

    Shalina's eyebrow went up again. 

    "Keeping in touch with the world is so difficult for you? Other than being able to fly, has being converted made you so very different from other people, Ed?" 

    I thought about how to answer that and decided not to bother. She of all people should know how being stronger, faster, or otherwise particularly able can often make interaction with people in general rather difficult. Gesturing toward land, I said, "Lead on, ma'am." She gave me a studious look before she turned and headed for the shore. We landed a few hundred yards from where we'd taken off earlier and strolled to the stone steps that led to the street above the cliff. 

    "If anyone asks," she said, "You're a friend from America and you don't know how long you can stay." 

    Watching her jeans tighten around her hips and thighs, I chuckled, "Good

'nuff, but what if they ask me where I'm from? What if they ask where we met? 

Gee, lady, I dunno if I can carry this off. I'm not real good with subterfuge, y'know." 

    Glancing back at me, she sighed, "Just do your best," and continued up the steps. Half a dozen steps later, she turned and said, "Don't expect us to become bosom buddies. I've known guys like you before. They're all dead now." Meeting her stony gaze, I asked, "Your fault or theirs?" 
Chapter Five

    No shock or outrage flared in her eyes or expression, just that same flat look as her fist clenched and she adopted an attack position. I truly thought she might hit me, which was answer enough in any case. She felt responsible for one or more of their deaths. 

    I nodded and sat down on the steps, then patted the stone beside me and said, "Let's talk a minute, Shalina. Right here and right now, please." She could sit and give me a few minutes or continue up the steps. If she huffed up the steps, she'd automatically become April's concern, not mine. Several moments passed before Shalina took a seat beside me and snapped, 

"Okay, I'm here. What's on your mind?" 

    People started up the steps and I moved to one side as Shalina did the same, which placed us on opposite ends of the same step. As the people passed us, I leaned on the rail post behind me and watched them climb a dozen more steps, then said, "I don't care where you've been or what you've done. I don't care what you've seen or otherwise experienced. You may become a full-time Protector again or some kind of reserve ace. I really don't give a rat's ass, ma'am; I take my instructions from April, Sara, or Doris, in that order. I may even take instructions from whomever is in charge of the labs 'cuz I've had reasons to do that before, but I won't be taking instructions from you, so you'll have nothing to worry about." Eyeing me rather tightly, she replied, "If I return to the fold, so to speak, you may have no choice." 

    I chuckled, "Did you think I've been on some kind of a two-year vacation, ma'am? I walked out after a highly successful mission. Been on the road ever since." 

    "But you contacted them when you found me and you pitched in today, such as your minimal efforts might somehow be considered 'pitching in'." Shrugging, I said, "She put me where she needed me. If you have a problem with how she assigns jobs, talk to her." 

    "You know what I mean." 

    "Yup. I walked away from the organization, not the ladies. Too many rules. Too much social trivia and political crap. After the St. Louis quake, politicians and TV people were climbing all over each other to get me for interviews and photo ops. I zipped over to Europe rather than deal with all that." 

    Shalina regarded me skeptically for a moment. 

    "Ed, an converted male who can fly at all is rare enough. Are you saying you can cross the Atlantic without recharging?" 

    "Yes'm. I got caught in a nuke blast and --to borrow a phrase --it

'enhanced' my capacities a bit." 

    "How?" 

    "No idea. The lab couldn't figure it out either. All we know is that I can now stash more power than before the blast." 

    Her gaze fixed on my face for a time, then she said, "The only above-ground nuclear explosion in the last two years happened over the Atlantic when terrorists tried to land a plane in New York. Someone got aboard and removed the bomb before they could set it off." Nodding, I agreed, "That's the one." 

    In a flat tone, she said, "You killed all but one of the terrorists." When she said nothing else, I asked, "So? They only needed the leader for questioning." Sighing, I said, "I take a somewhat lighter view of killing bad guys than the ladies. Apparently a lighter view than yours, too. Is that what made you drop out back in '67? Did you think you'd committed some major transgression by drowning some rats?" 

    Shalina used that flat tone again as she replied, "What I did went against everything I stood for. I should have arrested them and turned them in." 

    "I disagree. The only one of that bunch who mattered a damn blew herself to hell with a gold gun. All you did was make sure those guys would never torture anyone else. By the way, did you ever go back to look for her?" Her gaze narrowed. "What? No. She was an Aktion. She couldn't fly. If the blast didn't kill her or the gold powder didn't suffocate her, she drowned." 

    "Can you find that patch of water again? By now the gold has washed out or settled. I'd like to have a look down there sometime and see if she's still aboard the boat." 

    "Of course she's still aboard the boat. Where the hell else would she be?" 

    "Was there any diving gear aboard?" 

    With a look of sufferance, she snapped, "It was a fishing boat, Ed." 

    "You said it was a sport-fishing boat, ma'am. Have a look at the ones like it at the marina down the beach. They make great diving platforms, too." She looked past me, south along the beach, and I knew she was looking through the protruding cliffside at the marina, likely checking the contents of a few cabin cruisers. 

    Standing up, I dusted my pants off and held out my hand to her. "Ready to see about some dinner, ma'am?" 

    Looking at me as if I was nuts, she stood up without taking my hand and said, "No. I'm going to go find that wreck." 

    "If she's there, she'll wait another hour or two. If not, she's been gone for quite a while already." 

    She shook her head. "But I have to know. Now." Did I hear an unspoken 'all because of you' in her words? Heh. Oh, well. 

    "Want some company?" 

    Eyeing me for a moment, Shalina looked as if she might say 'no', but after another moment, she nodded. 

    Taking off my backpack, I fished out a pair of swim trunks and lifted quickly to the roof of the hotel I'd been using. Shalina followed, watched me change into the trunks, and stripped off her street clothes. I stashed them with my backpack in a plastic bag behind the air conditioning units, then said, "Lead the way, ma'am." Without comment, she aimed us in the direction of France and some moments later we hovered above the water as she studied our surroundings. She moved another few miles to our left and stopped to consider matters again, then spoke. 

    "Somewhere around here, I think. It looks about right." Instead of diving into the water immediately, she hung in the air above it and studied the ocean floor, sweeping her gaze back and forth as she scanned for debris. 

    All I saw down there were a couple of antique wooden fishing boats and what looked like some kind of small military craft. Ranging outward, we covered a bit more area with each sweep over the next forty-five minutes or so until Shalina suddenly plunged downward. 

    Following her down, I saw where she was going; the remains of a boat that had once been a white cabin cruiser lay on its side just over a hundred feet or so below the surface. 

    The closer I got to the boat, the more I could feel that unique draining sensation that gold causes. I stopped some ten feet above the wreck and watched Shalina continue downward to peek through the open hatchway. I could see the shattered upper deck where she'd burst upward to escape the gold gun; she'd made a surprisingly small hole on her way out. Scanning inside the boat, I saw the gun she'd mentioned lying on the lower deck. It looked something like one of the old M-79 grenade launchers, but it had a larger barrel. 

    Further toward the front of the boat I saw a smallish skeleton lying in remnants of clothing half-inside a storage compartment. 

    That figured; the boat would have sunk stern-first and there would have been some air trapped in the compartments, all of which appeared to have been torn open. Two of the cabinet doors lay on the deck. 

    Hm. So the gold powder hadn't suffocated her. Maybe she'd held her breath while firing the gun? Planned on dashing out the hatch to open air? But the explosion had ruptured the deck and hull, so it had probably slammed her well forward and maybe even stunned her a bit. 

    Whatever. She'd gone down with the ship. At some point she'd realized her situation and clawed her way into the compartments looking for gold-free air. Oddly enough, there had been some diving gear on the boat. A couple of tanks, a weight belt, a spear gun, and flippers lay among other diving-related odds and ends in a locked storage compartment near the stern. Another locker just like it on the other side of the passageway was empty. Linking to the ladies, I sent a view of the boat and skeleton and said, 

'Update, miladies. Shalina and I went swimming off the coast of France. The whole area reeks of gold. Want me to bring up the bones?' 

    April said, 'No, but thanks. If we need them for other validations, we'll find them again later.' 

    I replied, 'Okay. Later, then,' and dropped the link. Shalina hovered above the wreck for some minutes, then headed for the surface. I followed her, expecting her to stop somewhere above the water, but she didn't. When I reached the surface, I saw her heading back toward Israel in a high, supersonic arc. I sent a picture of that to the ladies, as well, and tried to keep Shalina in sight as I followed her. 

    She slowed to subsonic at the latter end of her arc and settled to the roof of my hotel, retrieved her clothes and quickly put them on, and then hopped over to the roof of her building as I landed on the hotel roof. Okay, so she wasn't in the mood to talk. Opening another link to April, I sent her a sitrep and asked, 'Think I should I go there or leave her alone for now?' 

    April insisted, 'She needs some time to herself to deal with this, Ed. We'll talk to her later. Leave her alone for now.' 

    I changed back to jeans and sneakers as I said, 'Something to think about, ma'am; she's almost five hundred years old and she's been battling incursions on Earth and elsewhere since her twenties. Aktions are notorious for not surrendering peaceably. No way in hell she didn't zap a few before 1967. What was special about this one?' 

    After a moment, April said flatly, 'All good points and we'll ask her about them. Eventually.' 

    Hm. She'd emphasized the word 'eventually'. 

    'Okay. Later, then. I'm gonna go find a steak dinner.' 

    'Okay. Thanks, Ed.' 

    She dropped the link and I hopped to the hotel's back parking lot and crossed the alley to follow another street away from the beach. Three blocks from the hotel was a restaurant I'd found on my second night in town. They knew how to lightly char a steak and had a great vegetable buffet. The owner's wife recognized me and glanced around the restaurant, then pointed at a table where a reasonably attractive blonde woman in her thirties dined alone. 

    After visiting the table and having a brief conversation with the woman, the owner's wife returned to lead me over there and said, "I know this is not done in America, but here is different. This lady speak English much better than me. You have same as last time? Steak, well done?" Nodding, I replied, "Sounds good, thanks." She smiled and left us and I looked at the woman at the table as I said, 

"I'm Ed. Thanks for sharing your table." 

    "I'm Lydia," she said with a British accent, "A steak, hum? Have you no interest in local cuisine?" 

    Taking a clean plate from a stack on a nearby table, I replied, "Not at the moment. Back in a minute," and headed for the veggie buffet. Mashed potatoes, green beans, lima beans (I think), spinach (or similar-smelling-stuff), and sliced carrots. Butter over all of it. A bread roll on the side. Once the plate was properly piled high, I returned to the table. 

    Lydia studied the orange, white, and green mass on my plate and said, 

"It's wonderful that some people needn't be concerned with dieting." Giving her a somewhat smug smile as I salted and peppered the pile, I agreed, "Yes'm, it certainly is." 

    Her right eyebrow arched slightly and we ate in silence for a time. My steak arrived about halfway through the veggies and I started in on it. Some moments later she spoke again. 

    "Don't most Americans handle their forks with their right hands?" I gave her a non-committal shrug and continued my meal. A few seconds later, I felt a strong presence to my right and looked in that direction to see Shalina enter the restaurant. She spotted me and held a brief conversation with the owner's wife, then they approached the table together. The owner's wife asked if she might add one more person to our table and I rose to pull the chair on my left out and seat Shalina at the table, then returned to my seat. 

    Not waiting for an introduction, Lydia extended a hand to Shalina and said, "Hello. I'm Lydia." 

    "I'm Evelyn," said Shalina, "Nice to meet you." 

    'Evelyn', huh? Okay. Must be a reason. 

    Shalina ordered a salad from a menu and poured a glass of wine from the carafe on the table before she said, "I had to look for you, Ed. I called April to find out where you were. She didn't know." 

    "That doesn't surprise me, ma'am. I didn't tell her." 

    "May I ask why not?" 

    "Sure. Asking's free." 

    Lydia cleared her throat softly and asked, "I take it you two know each other?" 

    I chuckled, "Seems likely, doesn't it?" 

    Shalina said, "So I'm asking; why not?" 

    "There was no particular reason to tell her." She sipped again and eyed me narrowly. No doubt my attitude and actions were a sharp departure from what she considered proper behavior of convertees operating alone on foreign turf. 

    Lydia ordered a dessert and Shalina's salad arrived as I neared the end of my own dinner. Apparently trying to initiate some table chat, Lydia asked how long I'd be in Israel. 

    Glancing at my plates and my coffee, I guesstimated, "About another ten minutes." 

    She gave me a little smile and said, "It'll take longer than that just to get to the airport." 

    Shalina asked, "Where will you go from here?" Finishing my veggies, I replied, "Don't know yet." Lydia snickered, "You could look at your ticket." Picking up my coffee cup, I said, "Don't have one." Her gaze narrowed as I sipped the last of my coffee and put the cup down, then waved at the owner's wife. When she arrived I asked for my check, overpaid it slightly, and stood up. 

    "Good evening, ladies." 

    With that, I left the table and went outside to the sidewalk. Through the big glass window I saw Lydia and Shalina watching me. Lydia seemed a bit upset by Shalina's irritated gaze. 

    'Oh, well,' I thought, 'This should give them something to talk about,' 

and lifted into the evening sky. 

    Shalina had called herself 'Evelyn', which was likely just a name she'd used locally, but she'd also said she'd had to look for me. She'd probably expected me to follow her home and had been somewhat disconcerted when I hadn't. 

    April's strong suggestion that I leave Shalina alone to work things out hadn't been my reason for not following. Something about her just hadn't rung quite right for me. It wasn't her story about capture, torture, and escape, and it certainly wasn't the part about letting the baddies drown. Besides, I'd seen some proof of her story --not so much the skeleton in the boat, but the damage to the boat and the feel of the gold residue in and around it. 

    Nope, that part of things was fairly moot. What bugged me about her was the fact that a longtime player had taken herself out of the game without so much as discussing the matter. 

    The entire incident should have been no more than a hefty bump in the road for a woman capable of earning the title of Protector; one of those 'glad I got through that' things after which you haul up your socks and keep going. Unless there was more to it, of course... Like maybe a personal involvement. She'd stared at that skeleton for quite a while before she'd high-tailed it back home. 

    A mile above the city I reached into my pack for my flight suit and put the backpack in its own flight bag, then headed for Europe on the off-chance that I might think of some reason to stop there before continuing on to the States. 

    No such reason came to mind by the time I was over Germany, so I set course for the US and rose above the atmosphere to fly at a speed that placed me above Texas in about fifteen minutes. 

    Settling to the roof of the building which housed April's Dallas office, I noted that a nearby bank billboard's display said it was almost eleven in the morning. I poked my code into the keypad by the roof's entranceway and waited for confirmation, half-wondering if I was still in the security system's file. A green LED let me know I was cleared to enter and I took the stairs rather than the elevator, drifting above the steps as I descended to the fourth floor. 

    Denise Van Tranh seemed rather startled to see me pass her office as I headed for the records room. I heard her pick up her desk phone and quickly poke some buttons. 

    Louise Miller looked up as I walked into her domain and eyed me for a moment before she asked, "May I help you, sir?" Uh, huh. "Is that how you're gonna play it, ma'am? Remember all those times I spotted you lunch money?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "You never spotted me lunch money." 

    "I would have if you'd needed some. Your amnesia's kind of selective today, isn't it?" 

    Leaning back in her chair, Louise fixed me with a rather critical look and said, "You just up and left, Ed. You went to fix that river and never came back." 

    "I had my reasons, ma'am. Good ones. But enough about me; I'd like to look some people up. I need their names and I need to know where they are now." 

    "You don't have their names?" 

    "Nope. They were Shalina's convertees back in the sixties." Her eyebrows went up. "Interesting. Mind if I ask why you need this info?" Giving her a droll look, I said, "Mainly because I can't find them without it, ma'am." 

    Looking thoughtful, she asked, "Has this journey through history been authorized by April or Sara?" 

    "If it has to be, call them. If not, skip the office games. I want to find out why someone did something questionable." 

    "Shalina?" She adopted that critical expression again and said, "She skipped town after a mission too, as I recall." 

    I met her gaze as I linked to Doris and asked her to call the records office. 

    'Okay,' she said, 'Dialing now. Why am I calling?' 

    'To lay a gentle switch across Louise Miller's bureaucratic butt so she'll let me in to dig up some info.' 

    Doris chuckled and said, 'Okay. You know, some people weren't too happy when you hit the road, Ed.' 

    'Then seeing me again ought to cheer them up, ma'am.' 

    I pointed at Louise Miller's phone. She looked at it, then jumped slightly when it rang. A few moments of conversation later, she stood up and wordlessly led me to a computer terminal in a cubicle, where she keyed in a password and stepped away from the terminal. 

    Thanking her, I sat down and started the session by using the in-house search engine. At the end of half an hour, I had some names and some moderately interesting info. 
Chapter Six

    From 1758 to 1967, Shalina had apparently converted only eighteen people. At least, they were her only convertees in the records, and about half of them seemed to be replacements for convertees lost to clandestine battles or accidents. 

    A core group of only a dozen convertees, knowing she might have to face much larger Aktion forces at some point? Mentally adding up the number of convertees I'd met at both labs, the count came to just over a hundred, and I'd no doubt there'd be more of them as suitable candidates appeared. Okay, there were fewer people to choose from way back then and Protectors would have been seen as literally being angels or devils by most people of the American frontier days, but still... Only eighteen? 

    And something else; of Shalina's core group of twelve in '67, only four still lived. I checked the date of her disappearance against the dates of death. Seven had been killed by various accidents during '66 and one had died in March of '67. The reports included four car crashes, a train wreck, and a plane crash during the course of the year. 

    The surviving four convertees had been working together to prepare new offices in Washington, DC. All of them had been only recently converted, though I couldn't see why that might have been a factor in their survival. Shalina's headquarters had been in Paris since the mid-1800's. The French government had undoubtedly taken her move poorly, but would they have been pissed enough to respond in an ugly manner? 

    I remembered when they'd sent a paramilitary team to sink a Greenpeace ship and shrugged. Yeah, maybe they would. But if Shalina's aim had been to be in the real center of things, why hadn't she moved her outfit to Belgium? NATO

and SHAFE headquarters were there and all of Europe would have been only minutes away in a crisis. 

    Hm. Minutes away, indeed. For the Russians, as well, if the nuke war everyone had dreaded had come to pass. No damned doubt at all that a good portion of Belgium would have been obliterated along with US and NATO bases in Europe. 

    Another thought; had the Russians been involved with Aktions during the Cold War years? Back then, they were known to use any means to achieve a goal. If they'd been offered military assistance, they'd have kissed Aktion butt for an edge in the weapons race. 

    Interesting. According to April and Sara, the Aktions couldn't simply wipe out humanity and take over the planet because some higher powers had declared it a sanctuary of sorts. Protectors were like cops in that sense; they'd been developed in labs and sent to patrol various worlds and enforce the policies set down by those higher powers. 

    I'd taken that overview with a fat grain of salt, having seen both the initial effectiveness and eventual fallacy of using foreign 'advisors' in Vietnam and Africa. 

    It seemed to me that if the higher powers truly didn't want Aktions messing with people, those higher powers should simply send the Protectors to Aktion to kick some ass and lay down laws, not policies. Whatever. If you can't get your hands on the dealer's neck, you probably can't change the game. Just as the US and Russia did in Vietnam and Africa, two major powers had been sending 'advisors' to Earth for centuries. It was a wonder the place wasn't a wasteland by now. 

    My attention returned to the four surviving convertees and I called up their data. No surprise; they were all women. That fit the still-vague picture that was gelling in my mind. Referring to the dead ones, I saw that all but two of them had been women. 

    So Shalina preferred women. No biggie, except when taken in context with her supposed role on Earth. For practical reasons, April and Sara tried to maintain a roughly even male to female ratio among convertees as much as possible, even though Sara preferred female company in bed. Apparently Shalina had devised her own ideas of how to proceed on Earth. Instead of recruiting a small support army, she'd tried to do the job with only a dozen or so convertees. Bet they were running about like rabbits most of the time. 

    Rather than wonder if or when the ladies would dig up this info, I zipped it all together with a quick summary of my thoughts concerning the deaths and sent copies to each of them, then printed out the names and addresses of Shalina's remaining four convertees. 

    Two worked at Lab Two in New Mexico, so they'd be first on my list of visits. Another lived in Arlington, VA, and worked for a news agency. The fourth lived in Alaska, which gave me a short pause. Alaska? What the hell for? Records indicated there'd never been any Aktion activities up there. Plans change on the fly, sometimes for reasons not fully realized at the time. I decided to visit the Arlington convertee first after a quick trip to the farm in Mesquite. 

    On my way to the farm, I saw an accident on I-30 and stopped to help a bit. The firefighters were about to use big gadgets to carve the roof off a car. I saved them time and trouble by pinching through the roof supports and tossing the roof to one side of the road. The guy inside the car wasn't in critical condition, so I lifted away from the scene. 

    Brenda's big white cat, Stephanie, ran out on the pond's pier yelling her greeting when I arrived and I took some time with her on the spot, promising her a fish later as I ruffled her ears and chin. 

    After a few minutes of that, I stood up to head for the house, but Brenda was already on her way to the pier. She hugged me and patted Stephanie and we went inside the house to find Frank coming down the stairs. A general reunion was held at the kitchen table as Brenda and Frank ate lunch, then we got down to money matters when I asked if they needed any for my portion of their business or farm expenses. 

    Brenda smiled fatuously and shook her head. 

    Frank said, "For once, no, we don't. In fact, if you'd checked your bank account, you'd have seen that everything's up to date for a welcome change." He opened the books and I saw that things were going well, indeed. After some visiting, I headed for my barn apartment and opened the windows to air it out. Stephanie trotted along beside me until I got to the kitchen and realized there was nothing in the fridge. 

    "Be right back," I said, and I made a quick flight to a nearby grocery store for some essentials. 

    When I returned, I put some milk in a dish for her, then put the groceries away and made some coffee. Being converted meant that alcohol and caffeine no longer had an effect on me, but some things carry as much weight as before in many ways. 

    Sitting down with a coffee is a prelude to serious thinking with me. I stretched out on the couch and Stephanie soon joined me there, parking herself on my chest as always. 

    Doris sent a link request and I answered her with, 'Yes'm?' and a nose-to-nose view of Stephanie's contented little face. 

    Laughing, Doris said, 'She looks so happy! I got your email, Ed. You must not have considered the info important enough to be worth a link.' 

    'Right you are, ma'am. Most of it's just history, but I wanted another set of eyes on it before I go talk to Shalina's surviving convertees.' 

    'Talk to them about what?' 

    'Anything and everything. Two of them date from around 1850. One was converted in 1910 and one in 1919. With all they've seen, they could be an interesting bunch.' 

    'Why, really? What's on your mind, Ed?' 

    'That's in my summary you apparently haven't read yet. I think Shalina violated protocols concerning conversions, for what that may be worth, but my main suspicion is that she had some sort of personal interest in the Aktion woman who went down with the ship.' 

    'So? We have two Aktions on staff at Lab Four and Erin works for the FBI. Sometimes people switch sides, you know. All it takes is a functional conscience.' 

    'Yeah, but I don't think that one did. I think she played Shalina, got real close, used her, and died trying to betray and kill her. I think Shalina suddenly questioned everything, as she put it, because she took a long, hard look at herself, lost confidence in herself, and took herself out of the game rather than risk becoming a liability. Trouble is, people who take such looks at themselves usually don't allow for human error. They use hindsight as a blunt instrument and beat themselves bloody with it.' 

    After a moment, Doris said, 'Well, she seems to be back with us now, doesn't she?' 

    I asked, 'Because she helped push a ship after I tripped over her and blew her anonymity? Nah. She may just be going along with things for now. I think she could jump either way; back into service or back into hiding. Sort of.' 

    'What do you mean, sort of?' 

    'She could stand by to help out now and then. An off-the-books reserve asset. No mentions in reports and no day-to-day involvement in things.' 

    Doris laughed, 'Like you, you mean?' 

    In a flat tone, I replied, 'Yeah. Like me. Think of how much quicker and easier solving that asteroid problem would have been with just one more of the ladies on hand. Or, for that matter, what if Shalina had gone out there and one of the ladies had stayed here? Several unpleasant events wouldn't have happened.' 

    'Nor would the blast that super-enhanced you and me, but I agree. Things would have gone much smoother. My phone's ringing, Ed. Link back when you have more info. Bye!' 

    She dropped the link and Stephanie said, "Yahhh," then refolded herself a bit and continued looking at me. 

    "Y'think so, huh?" 

    Stephie responded, "Yahhh." 

    "Well, you're probably right, ma'am." 

    I lay there sipping coffee and considering matters for another fifteen minutes or so until a sense of presence that was neither April or Sara became noticeable to the east. 

    The presence grew stronger and I looked out the window to see a distant dot in the sky become a vague human outline, then an outline with blonde hair, then it became Shalina in her Protector uniform. 

    She landed outside the window in a fine and fabulous display of barely-clad womanflesh and studied Stephie and me for a moment before she said, "Nice cat." 

    Patting Stephie, I said, "Yup. Her name is Stephanie." 

    "My friends told me I might find you here." 

    "Then your friends are well informed. There's coffee in the kitchen if you're interested. The door's unlocked." 

    For a long moment, Shalina simply stood gazing through the window at Stephie and me, then she asked, "Why'd you leave, Ed? Was I such bad company?" Returning her gaze, I asked, "Why'd you follow me here, Shalina? Was I such good company?" 

    Another long moment passed, then she said, "I can leave, if you want." 

    "Or stay, if you want. Either way, I'm not gonna get up and displace poor little Stephie, so staying or going is up to you." 

    She looked at Stephanie, who was looking back at her with interest, and smiled. Stephie said, "Yahhh," and stretched out on her side to continue studying Shalina. 

    Shalina's smile became a grin. "She looks so comfortable there. She must like you an awful lot." 

    "Yeah, prob'ly so. We're old fishing buddies. I catch 'em and she... well, she just runs off with 'em, but that's okay. I really only fish for her anyway." Petting Stephie, I asked, "Right, Stephie?" Stretching luxuriously and turning her head to meet my gaze, Stephie said, 

"Yahhh," and Shalina snickered before she walked around the barn to the front door. 

    When Shalina walked in, she saw the Mitchell spinning rod leaning on the wall by the door and picked it up to study it. Stephie instantly rolled over and hopped to the floor to go sit in front of Shalina and say, "Yahhh?" I sat up, swilled the last of my coffee, and stood up to join her there as I said, "Never touch the fishing rod if you aren't ready to fish, ma'am. I prob'ly should have warned you." 

    She chuckled and handed me the rod, then set her flight bag down and picked up Stephanie as she asked, "Am I dressed for fishing, or should I change?" 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Hell, no, don't change on my account. I like looking at you and the only other people here have seen Protectors before." After I took a slice of bread from the fridge, we headed for the pier, where I set a chair for each of us at the end and seated Shalina as if we were in a fancy restaurant. 

    Once she was seated, I made a tight little breadball around the hook and tossed it into the water. In almost no time, minnows were pestering the breadball relentlessly. 

    Stephie watched the float intently and made a few catty little mutterings as the minnows pushed it around. When the float stopped moving, I pulled the line in and reloaded the hook with another breadball as Stephie offered her comments. 

    Clearing her throat softly, Shalina grinningly asked, "Excuse me, Mr. Fisherman, sir... but why keep using bread when you know the tiny fish will strip it all off? None of them can get a hook that size into their mouths." Tossing the new bait in the water, I replied, "No, but they make a helluva fuss over it and that draws the attention of bigger fish. The minute the bigger fish appear, the minnows dart for cover and the only thing in the water to catch the big fish's attention is the breadball." 

    "The big fish like bread, too?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Well enough to hit it, anyway. Shouldn't be too long now." Stephie was again chittering as she intently watched the float dance around, her tail switching with quick little motions. The float suddenly went under and Stephie looked at me as she yelled excitedly. 

    Setting the hook with a quick tug, I responded, "Yeah, yeah, I saw it, too. Relax, ma'am, I'm on it." 

    But Stephie didn't relax a whit. She paced back and forth on the end of the pier and offered more comments as I took my time about reeling in a hapless crappie. 

    Shalina laughed and said, "Now you're just teasing her." 

    "No, I'm making the moment last. How much real excitement do you think she gets around here? Eat, wander around a while, sleep. Wake up and do it all again." 

    Bringing the fish up, I held it as I de-hooked it, then turned around and knelt to present it to Stephanie. She placed a paw on my hand as she decided where to get a grip on the hand-sized crappie, then she took her fish and hurried off the pier. 

    After rinsing my hands, hooking the line on the pole, and taking up the slack, I set the pole down, tore the rest of the slice of bread in half, and gave some to Shalina. 

    She eyed it rather archly and asked, "You don't seriously expect me to eat this, do you?" 

    I laughed, "No, ma'am, I don't. I expect you to tear off little bits and toss them in the water." 

    "Why not throw the whole thing?" 

    Tossing a few little bits of mine in, I shrugged and replied, "Can if you want. Watch what happens to mine first." 

    Minnows had returned and the water churned as they scrabbled to get at the bits of bread. I threw a few more bits to one side and they dashed over there to churn the water. 

    Bread bits landing here and there soon had most of the water around the end of the pier churning, then a two-foot wide spot near the center of the activity cleared and quieted an instant before what looked to me to be about four or five pounds of largemouth bass dashed up from the depths to flash and splash at the surface. 

    Shalina's eyes got a little bigger as she stared at the spot and said softly, "That was a big fish for such a little pond." 

    "Not really. If it was standing water, yes, but it's fed from a stream. No shortage of new victims." 

    Studying the end of the pond where the stream entered, she panned her gaze to the other end, where a rock and mud dam allowed an outflow to match the inflow. 

    A couple of minutes passed before she spoke again. 

    "Ed, you haven't asked why I'm here." 

    Tossing some more bread in the water, I replied, "I figure it's enough that you know why you're here." 

    She paused, then asked, "What if I don't know?" I chuckled, "Then I'd say you're prob'ly the one who should be wondering why you're here, ma'am." 

    Her gaze narrowed sharply and she snapped, "I fail completely to see the humor in that." 

    "No surprise there. Try to see this from my perspective, milady; a long-lost Protector with some serious attitude turns up. We get past that, but I'm already attached to a couple of other Protectors, so I split. Nonetheless, the newly-discovered Protector seems to think I'm worth trailing thousands of miles, so I take her fishing to see what's on her mind and all she says is, 'I may not know why I'm here.' Maybe she does or maybe she doesn't, but that really doesn't matter a rat's rump to me 'cuz I'm not into head games." In a flat tone, she repeated the phrase, "Head games." 

    "Yup. You're on guard and have no intention of facing the reasons alone. I'd like to suggest that April, Sara, or Doris might be better candidates for your confessions." 

    Anger flashed in her face. "Confessions?! Who the hell do you think you are to tell me I have confessions to make?!" 

    Flinging the last of my bread into the water, I replied, "I'm someone who knows deep-seated, crushing guilt when he sees it, ma'am. Before 1967, you trusted yourself. Stuff happened that you wouldn't have been able to excuse in someone else, so you damned sure couldn't excuse or rationalize it for yourself, and you haven't trusted your judgment, your conscience, or your heart since then." 

    Holding up a hand to forestall the firestorm of anger in her expression, I added, "And if you hit me, you'll just prove my hypothesis, ma'am. A Protector hitting a convertee would be the equivalent of a convertee hitting a puppy. Splat. Gone." 

    Trembling with her emotions, Shalina stiffly glared at me from less than two feet away for a solid thirty seconds, then forcibly relaxed herself into her chair. 

    Taking a breath, she growled, "You're either very brave or very foolish. Which is it?" 

    With a shrug, I said, "Well, I guess I'll have to pick 'brave', ma'am. Your other option sucks." 

    "So you truly realized the danger?" 

    "Sure. Damned little, really. For all your insecurities about yourself, you're still a Protector. That's a line you won't cross without a helluva lot more provocation than I'll ever give you." 

    "How can you be so sure about that? You've only known me for a few hours and you know what I've done." 

    "Yeah. Three dead bad guys. Well, big fucking deal, lady. If that's what's really bugging you, you damned sure don't want to hear my body count." Pausing, I added, "But I don't think that's what's really bugging you, not all by itself." 

    It was suddenly as if she'd installed a wall between us and stepped back from it. 

    Shalina growled, "What did you mean by that?" 

    "Are you telling me you served on Earth and other worlds for nearly five hundred years and that all the Aktions you met surrendered peaceably? I don't buy that, ma'am. I've fought a few and I've seen footage from half a dozen battles. Those guys usually only surrender when they're dead or dying." Shrugging, I added, "Or when some great revelation gives them a change of heart or politics, I suppose. A ladyfriend of mine is an Aktion who works for the FBI, and I've been told two Aktions work at Lab Four." 
Chapter Seven

    Staring in amazement at me, Shalina hissed, "None of them can be trusted! 

None of them!" 

    "Uh, huh. Except for yours, of course. That's what someone told me about the Vietnamese, too. Can't trust any of 'em. A week later, a Viet Ranger died saving his life. Some women swear that men can't be trusted. I know better than that." 

    She reached to poke a steel-hard index finger into my chest and snapped, 

"I know what I'm talking about, damn it!" 

    Moving her finger away from my chest, I replied, "Me, too, and what you're saying sounds a lot like love gone wrong. Should I maybe figure that Aktion woman was someone you put a lot of time and trouble into who didn't quite work out, ma'am? Or maybe you even loved her? And maybe in return, she fucked you over big time and tried to kill you?" 

    Yeah, Shalina again looked as if she'd hit me. If anything, she looked a bit closer to it than before. 

    Again holding up a hand, I said, "Back in '72, a friend named James Hansen married a gorgeous Yugoslavian woman who worked at the embassy. He..." She snapped, "What?! What the hell are you talking about? Who the hell's James Hansen?" 

    "You'll see. Anyway, on his way back from dropping someone off at the train station one night, he thought he saw his wife talking to a man in a car by the canal. He turned his car around and went back for a second look, and sure enough, it was her. When he stopped the car and called her name, she shoved the man away, ran crying to James's car as if trying to escape the guy, shot James twice with a Makarov pistol, and then she shoved him over and drove the car into a canal." 

    I paused to let that soak in, then continued, "Thinking James was dead, she climbed out of the canal and called the cops with a story about an attempted robbery, but James wasn't quite dead after all. When he woke up, he told the doc what happened and who to call about it. We tagged her and let her run free for a few days. On Wednesday, she made contact with a guy we knew was GRU, probably to finish up the meet James interrupted. We began following him, too, and quietly netted half a dozen others a few weeks later." Stopping the story there, I picked up the fishing rod and stood up. "I'm ready for another coffee. How about you?" 

    Shalina gave me a dark look and put a hand on my forearm to sit me back down. "You can get your coffee in a minute. What happened next?" 

    "Next? We busted a cell, ma'am. They all went to prison." Her hand closed somewhat more tightly on my forearm. 

    "You know what I mean. What about James and his wife?" Giving her an enlightened look, I said, "Ah. Well, he was in a hospital under a fake name. After the bust, we snatched his grieving widow on her way home from work and took her to his private room. When she realized she'd been made, the woman went absolutely ballistic, nearly killed one of her guards in the process of getting his gun away from him, and the other guard and I each put a round in her rather than guess who she'd shoot first." Sighing, I said, "Turns out James got her first, though. He'd assumed the worst and borrowed a gun for the interview. She'd barely wrapped her hands around the guard's gun when he shot her twice. She staggered back and tried to bring the gun up, so we shot her, too. She was tough; I think she'd have tried to aim again if Tim's round hadn't been a head shot." Shalina blinked at me and said, "You don't have to sound so damned callous about it." 

    "I say things like I see 'em and you don't have to like the way I sound, ma'am. One last thing; after that, James quit the agency. Resigned, took his last check, cashed in his leave time, and went home to Tulsa. Took a year off and eventually went to work for the Veterans Administration." Watching her reactions closely, I said, "What I'm getting at is that while you're way beyond reach of it all, things can be fun, exciting, interesting, or even absolutely boring at times. But when you get involved with the participants, you open yourself up to all kinds of nasty shit. Like deadly double-agent wives and girlfriends, for instance." 

    Looking astonished, she hissed, "You dare to lecture me..?" Yeah, she actually said those words, and they sounded like a line out of a

'B' movie at first, but a look at her face and the sound of her voice made them real. 

    I asked, "You think I'm wrong? Show me where. Put up or shut up, lady. I think you let that Aktion chick into your bed and into your heart. I think you couldn't believe something like that could happen to you; someone so wise and experienced and all that guff. Got news, ma'am. Nobody's immune, especially people who only think they're above it all." 

    You find out instantly when you go one step too far in a minefield. Shalina grabbed my shirt and hauled me out of the chair, cocked her arm back to slug me and sort of stood there shaking with rage for a moment, then she grabbed my left arm and heaved me away from her, apparently with all her strength or damned close to it. 

    I was suddenly flying sideways and up. The pier and nearby trees shook violently as an invisible force slammed the pond's water. My clothes ripped apart and I knew I'd gone supersonic before she'd even let go of me. Struggling to turn myself so my back was to space, I started applying the brakes as I left the atmosphere and checked my arm and shoulder. They were sore as hell, but functional. 

    It took several seconds to stop my upward plunge and start back down, and by that time Shalina had blasted past me, apparently not expecting me to be able to reverse course so quickly. Hm. Had she come after me to finish that punch she never threw or save me from the cold depths of space? 

    She backtracked and caught up with me, gave me and my shredded, charred clothing a long, nasty glare as we dropped back into the atmosphere, and then she plunged ahead of me back down toward the farm. 

    Following her down at a somewhat more leisurely pace, I watched her land in front of the now-windowless barn apartment and go inside. She emerged a moment later with her pack and launched herself into the sky on an easterly arc. 

    Linking to Doris, I relayed the details of my fishing expedition with Shalina as I landed on the far side of the pond from the house. Brenda and Frank were outside, staring at all the broken windows. They hadn't noticed me yet. 

    Doris watched the whole show, asked me to run it again, and eventually muttered, 'Jesus, Ed. What now?' 

    I sent her a mental shrug and, 'Now I fix a bunch of windows. I'll be surprised to find any unbroken here at ground zero. Well, maybe on the backside of the house, I guess.' 

    Exploding in my head, Doris yelled, 'Damn it! Why didn't you go after her?!' 

    'Not a good idea at all, ma'am. She needs some time to sort things out.' 

Brenda and Frank came hurrying around the pond and I sent, 'Gotta go, Doris. Company coming.' 

    Walking to meet Brenda and Frank, I said, "Sorry about all the fuss just now." 

    Brenda slowed, saw my clothes, and huffed out, "What the hell happened to you, Ed? We saw you out on the pier with that Protector, then all hell broke loose." 

    "Yeah, you could say that. She tossed me all the way into space. I was supersonic before she let go of me." 

    Frank asked, "Why would she do that? Don't you all work together?" I chuckled, "I think it was something I said, Frank. Look, just call a fixit shop and have somebody come out here to replace the windows. I'll cover it." 

    Brenda yelped, "Why isn't she covering it? She's the one who busted all the windows." 

    "Their uniforms don't have pockets." As she gave me an exasperated expression, I said, "It's complicated, ma'am, and I wouldn't talk about her problems any quicker than I'd talk about yours, okay? Now I'd like to find Stephie and see how well she handled the noise." 

    A quick search turned her up in a tight little wad in the corner of the barn. When we appeared, she cautiously emerged from her cubbyhole between hay bales and we could hear the plaintive nature of her soft, high-pitched greeting. 

    After some reassurances, she walked with us to the barn doors and I stayed there with her as Brenda and Frank went back to the house to begin calling around for new windows. 

    Picking up Stephie, I headed for my apartment --by way of the pier to get my fishing rod --and poured myself another coffee. Stephie sat on the kitchen table and watched as I vacuumed broken glass off the furniture and floor, and then I sat down on the couch to watch a 'Stargate:SG1' rerun and give her some lap time. 

    Less than an hour later, I again felt a strong presence approaching from the east and looked out the window. To my surprise, Shalina landed in front of the farm's main house and rang the doorbell. 

    When Brenda opened the door, she invited Shalina inside and it was nearly fifteen minutes before the door opened again and Shalina came out. She flitted over to my front door and rang the bell just as I said, "Come on in, Shalina." The door opened and she entered the apartment in a rather stiff manner, then stopped halfway across the living room. 

    "Ed, I gave Brenda ten thousand dollars for the broken windows. She wanted to know how to get the difference back to me and I told her to keep it. That's all I had to say and I'll be on my way now." 

    "Aren't you going to ask about my shoulder?" Her left eyebrow went up. "What about it?" Rubbing it lightly, I said conversationally, "Some woman roughed me up today. Ow. Pain. Agony." 

    After eyeing me for a moment, she returned, "Crap." 

    "Huh. I should have known better than to look to you for sympathy. You're obviously completely heartless, without either pity or remorse." 

    "You're a little too obvious, too." 

    Shrugging, I admitted, "Yeah, could be. It's happened before. Stick around for a while and have the coffee you didn't have last time." Still standing rather stiffly, she said, "I don't think I could handle any more parlor psychology today, Ed." 

    With a chuckle, I replied, "No worries, lady. I'll behave." 

    "Why do you want me here?" 

    Eyeballing her from head to toe and back, I asked, "Didn't I tell you you're gorgeous? I'm pretty sure I did, 'cuz it's kind of a habit. I tell April and Sara every time I see them." 

    "Stop clowning. Why?" 

    I sighed, "Never mind. You should be asking 'why not?' and getting that coffee by now. Since you aren't doing those things, I'll just sit here with Stephie and suffer my injuries quietly. Gracefully, if possible. With dignity, y'know?" 

    Her gaze focused on my shoulder for a moment, then she said, "Not even strained ligaments. No damage at all that I can see. That actually surprises me, Ed. One of the reasons I came back was to see if you were all right. You really shouldn't be." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Some of Sara's lab rats think I was at just the right distance from the blast. Others think atomic weapons or heavy doses of radiation could routinely convert other convertees." I chuckled and added, 

"But there haven't been many test volunteers." Shalina chuckled softly, "I can understand that. Have you been tested? To measure your new capabilities, I mean?" 

    Ruffling Stephie's chin, I admitted, "Some. Not to the extent the ladies would like." 

    "Why not?" 

    Looking up to meet Shalina's gaze, I replied, "Because everything's recorded at the lab and I'd rather not have my max scores on record there or anywhere else. I'm the only one who needs to know them." 

    "I disagree. That's info April and Sara would need if they had to call you in on something big." 

    "That's management's view of things. I prefer to surprise people, especially when doing so can save my ass. The ladies plan around my having about a third of their capabilities." 

    Studying me, she asked, "But you have more than that?" 

    "My business, ma'am. Nobody else's. Think of this from the enemy's point of view. What are they expecting from a typical convertee? Ten percent of a Protector's abilities? Fifteen?" 

    With a tiny shrug, Shalina said, "Even fifteen percent has been historically rare." 

    I grinned. "Right. So when the baddies see a convertee coming, they may not even bother to duck. Add to that my martial arts training and whatever energy weapons I can lay hands on during the scuffle. That's what happened last year; one of them recognized me and three of them followed me into a tourist lift at Mount Pilatus. One had a GAR pistol. Two of them grabbed my arms and the guy with the gun aimed it at my chest. When he raised the gun just that little bit more to fire it, I twisted to use the guy on my left as a shield, then shoved the other one at the gunner and followed him in close to grab the gun. Sara came to get them and I went on up the hill." After a moment, Shalina said, "You have a way of skipping over details. What happened between the time you grabbed the gun and Sara's arrival?" 

    "The guy who'd been on my right tried to charge me and the GAR took his head off at the shoulders. Their gunner tried to jump out of the gondola, but I caught him halfway to the ground and put him back with the others. When he put up a fight, I shot him in the gut at half power." 

    "Half power? Why half?" 

    "So Sara would have one to question." 

    "Were they all Betas?" 

    "Yup. Sara had files on two of them. She'd been tracking Aktion infiltrations in Europe and the Middle East for quite a while, and one of the guys was a recent insertion into Syria." 

    Shalina's eyes hardened and she snapped, "How long?" 

    "How long what? I don't know when the guy got here." 

    "I mean how long has she been tracking Aktions?" 

    "I dunno. Overseas? The last twenty years, at least." Her tone was intense. "Twenty years? That's all?" Shrugging, I replied, "Prob'ly a lot longer than that, really. I remember reading about an Aktion they captured in '74 who was trying to infiltrate a Commie intelligence ring. He must've messed up big time, 'cuz the Commies got nervous about him and tried to shoot him in an alley. Big mistake. The Aktion killed all four of them and left them in a dumpster, but the arrogant idiot decided to appropriate the ringleader's car. He went the wrong way on a one-way and the cops chased him halfway around Bremerhaven before Sara swooped down, yanked him out of the car, and flew off with him." 

    "What does she do with Aktions after questioning?" 

    "Gives 'em to the government, as far as I know." 

    "You've never asked?" 

    "Nope. I don't care. I've run into about thirty Aktion Betas in the field. Thoroughly nasty bastards, every one of them. The minute they figure out I'm a convertee, they try to kill me." 

    Looking rather startled, Shalina hissed, "Thirty?! You've encountered that many?!" 

    Silently toting up my encounters, I nodded. "Close to it. Twenty-eight as of July." 

    "In Europe alone, or in the US, too?" 

    "Some in each." Buffing my nails as if proud of my accomplishment, I confided, "Took four prisoners, too." 

    That statement had the desired effect. 

    Looking altogether horrified, Shalina nearly shrieked, "Out of twenty-eight, you only took four prisoners?!" 

    "Well, they don't politely surrender, you know." 

    "But four?! Only four out of twenty-eight?!" Without another word, Shalina turned and quickly left the apartment. I felt her presence head in the direction of Dallas and sent a link request to Doris. 

    'Yes, Ed?' 

    'Shalina may drop by your office shortly, milady. Here are the last couple of minutes.' 

    During the playback she saw Shalina in the corridor and let me share her view as Shalina entered her office. 

    Doris asked, 'Do you want to be in on this?' 

    'If it involves me, I'll settle for a playback later.' 

    She laughed, 'You don't think it already involves you?' 

    'No, not yet. Not really. I just set the stage. She may have something to say about Aktion activities that we don't already know. Whatever, you know where to find me.' 

    After a moment, Doris sent, 'Okay. Later, then.' 

    Stephie shifted herself around a bit and settled in a new position as I sipped coffee and considered Shalina. For someone her age, she sure could go off like a teenager. I'd seen April and Sara that angry or more so, but except for the time April had slapped me when I'd tossed Kim out, neither of them had taken a chance on damaging me. 

    Shalina had arrived in 1758, sent from a planet with a culture technologically and culturally far ahead of Earth. We brutish and brutal Terrans must have seemed --well, barely human --to her. 

    With no instructions to mingle beyond finding candidates for conversion, she'd likely have simply observed us primitives and watched for signs of anticipated Aktion activities, and unless she'd been very much into anthropology as a hobby, that had to have been one helluva boring job. After all, little more than styles of clothing and types of weapons had changed throughout human history. 

    Except for the rare people her programming deemed worthy of conversion, she'd have been alone on this world; the most powerful being on the planet, under strict orders not to draw public attention to herself. Getting caught doing super stuff could have gotten her or her convertees labeled as witches or demons in most places or ostracized at the very least. Or worshipped, of course. There have always been those who'd fall to their knees when faced with anything more than themselves, real or imaginary. Heady stuff for a young lady far from home, mostly alone for a couple of hundred years and removed from all of the usual social challenges of love, marriage, children, or even daily efforts to survive and succeed. Her only real task had been to stand watchful guard over the world without tampering with its natural self-development. I found that concept mildly idiotic sometimes. The American Indians were stone-agers until traders supplied them iron and steel tools and weapons, but they became as capable as anyone else with current technology. 

    It baffled me that the Protectors hadn't been sent here to train and educate as many natives as possible rather than merely selecting a few for conversion. 

    On the other hand, I'd lived through some of the political and military clandestine assistance programs of the last forty years, and it often seemed to me that the 'higher powers' the Protectors referred to on occasion were no more sensible about such things than Earth's major powers had been. Maybe --as my first wife had once said of the US leadership concerning Vietnam --the higher powers had 'vast technical knowledge, but damned little common sense about people.' 

    If someone had simply demonstrated ways of improving health and welfare... No, that wouldn't have worked back in the 1700's. But the Protectors' 'higher powers' had supposedly grabbed some orphaned Icelandic and Nordic children ages ago for genetic conversion to create the Protectors. Why hadn't they simply instituted a similar program on Earth? 

    A Protector on Earth could have made a deal on some suitable orphans and educated them, converted the ones who'd proven themselves, and sent them out to open similar schools all over the world. 

    Well, not without a lot of local opposition, I suppose. Most of the established religions and governments of the time would have reacted viciously to individual free thought and the idea of anyone being more advanced, even if those advancements had only been used to make peoples' lives better. She'd have needed a helluva lot of convertees and there would have been open warfare against them in most of Europe and Asia back then. Even offering tech and welfare education only through the nobles would have been damned difficult. Then, as today, greedy and paranoid leaders would have wanted total control and the biggest share of the benefits. 

    Hm. Maybe she should have just walked in and said 'if you can't kill me, I'm going to renovate your world' and let them exhaust themselves trying to damage her, then told them how things would be? Yeah, I liked that scenario best, not that it mattered a damn at this late date. 

    April sent a link request and I answered with, 'Here, milady! Yo! 

Present!' 

    Without preamble, she snapped, 'Ed, didn't I tell you to leave Shalina alone?' 

    'You suggested that idea to me, but apparently you didn't mention it to her. She followed me home.' 

    'And you just couldn't help poking around in her past?' 

    'I only poked around in her psyche. That's not the same thing at all, ma'am. Besides, wasn't it you who told me never to pass up an opportunity to help someone?' 

    Her flat response was, 'No.' 

    'Well, maybe you should have. It's a damned good philosophy. What's the problem? Did she disappear again?' 

    Sighing, April said, 'No, she's at Lab Two. She went to Doris and demanded to be brought up to date on Aktion insurgent activities for the last two decades. Sara took her to Lab Two.' 

    'She demanded, ma'am? Didn't ask, infer, or suggest?' 

    'No. She demanded. Definitely demanded.' 

    'Well, maybe she's looking for something in particular. Did she give any hint what it might be?' 

    'Not yet. I don't think she knows what's bugging her, Ed; I think she's just looking for patterns.' 

    Sending a mental shrug, I replied, 'Can't hurt. Let her catch up a bit and settle in. Spend some time with her and help her get back in the saddle.' 

    After a pause, April sent, 'Everything's always so damned simple to you, isn't it?' 

    'I don't have a problem with that, ma'am, and I really don't see what else you can do if you want her on your team. I also seriously doubt you want her operating on her own if she's chasing imaginary conspiracies. Let her chase some of the real ones instead.' 

    Three full heartbeats passed before April said, 'For the record, I'm still pissed. You were directly told to leave her alone and you didn't.' 

    'Okay. But how will being pissed accomplish anything or help anybody? Ask her how she feels about it. April, an opportunity presented itself. I know you can understand that 'cuz I've seen you do the same damned thing.' 

    Another few beats went by, then she said, 'Shalina said she threw you into space. Are you okay?' 

    Looking at Stephie and letting April watch me ruffle Stephie's chin, I replied, 'I'm battered and bruised and in the throes of agony most dire, milady. Can you spare a few hours to come to the farm and comfort me?' 

    'You don't lie worth a damn, Ed. Besides, Shalina said she checked you for damage. I take it you're fine?' 

    Doing my best to sound disappointed, I said, 'Yeah.' 

    'Good. I want to go see how Shalina's doing at the lab. I'll see you later. Bye.' 

    'Okay. Party hearty and all that. Bye.' 

    She dropped the link and all of maybe two minutes passed before Sara sent a link request. 
Chapter Eight

    Recycling my greeting to April, I said, 'Here, milady! Yo! Present!' 

    'Are you okay, Ed? Shalina just told me what she did.' 

    Showing her Stephie's happy little face, I replied, 'I'm battered and bruised, ma'am. Hurting all over.' 

    She laughed, 'Right. Just checking. You really put a bug up Shalina's butt. She marched in here and commandeered the records section a while ago.' 

    'Lemme guess; something about Aktion activities for the last twenty years or so?' 

    'Yes. Did she give you any idea why?' 

    'Nope. Chalk it up to paranoia unless she finds some reason to call it something else. In the meantime, she's finding her way back to being a Protector. Question, ma'am; when she disappeared, how did the powers that be know to send new Protectors to Earth?' 

    'One of her convertees hit an emergency button.' 

    'Where's your button?' 

    'At Lab Two. There's a backup button at Lab Four. If April and I disappear, a dozen people know what to do. Are you asking why you didn't know about it?' 

    I gave that some thought and replied, 'Nope, guess not. Chances are I'll be right there with you if it happens on Earth, so somebody else would have to do it anyway. Now I have a question, ma'am; if Shalina was truly in hiding, what was she doing in Israel?' 

    'What?' 

    'Nobody just walks in and rents the top half of a building in Tel Aviv, ma'am. Israel's one of the most security conscious and bureaucratic societies on the planet and they have the toughest residency rules other than Iceland's. Somebody knew who she was and set her up to live there. Who and why?' 

    For some moments, Sara was silent, though I felt her link was still open. I said, 'Israel's had neutron nukes since the sixties. They've gone to nuke alert status during every military conflict in the Middle East since 1969, even back when they wouldn't admit to owning nukes, yet when they sent armor and troops into Lebanon chasing Hezbollah rocketeers recently, they didn't go on nuke alert until the ninth day, when Syria threatened reprisals and a military response.' 

    Another couple of moments passed, then Sara asked, 'You think Shalina had something to do with that?' 

    'Could be. Syria --who supports Hezbollah directly --backed down from sending military assistance. So did Iran, who sponsors Hamas terrorists, yet both nations have stated the goal of eradicating Israel by any means. When did Shalina arrive in Israel?' 

    'We don't know, Ed. The subject hasn't come up.' 

    Stephie tilted her head so I could scuffle her right cheek properly as I replied, 'I think it should. The Russians backed the Arabs and the US backed the Israelis. Could be Shalina's what kept the Cold War from becoming a nuke war. Could be she traded being a secret weapon for a place to hide out.' 

    There was another bout of silence before Sara said, 'I find that possibility rather hard to accept, Ed.' 

    'Thought you might say that. What are the odds that a Protector would go AWOL for forty years? Roughly the same?' 

    Sounding slightly dismissive, she replied, 'I'll pass your speculations to April when I see her. Are you coming to the lab later today?' 

    'Hadn't planned to. Should I?' 

    'Perhaps you should. We could even let you be the one to mention your suspicions to Shalina.' 

    Sending her a mental shrug, I asked, 'Is she where you can lay a hand on her? You could save me a trip to New Mexico.' 

    'She's in the records room. Never mind, Ed. One of us will find a way to broach the subject... less crudely.' 

    I let her hear my chuckle. 

    Sara snapped, 'Goodbye, damn it,' and dropped the link. Looking out the window, I saw the sun high in the sky. That seemed slightly odd because I was still functioning on Israeli time, where it was almost midnight. 

    A glass company truck rolled up the gravel drive and stopped in front of the house. Stephie hopped to the window and studied this development for a moment, then jumped to the ground and trotted toward the house. Heading for the garage at the side of the barn, I opened the door and eased past my 1984 Olds 88 sedan to check its battery, which was sitting on a workbench. All good; the battery maintainer gadget I'd bought was doing its job well. 

    After putting the battery into the car, I went into the apartment to get the car's title, then I took a drive around Mesquite and stopped at a battered women's shelter's thrift shop to get directions to their office. Ten minutes or so later I parked in front of the office and went inside to speak with a woman named Sylvia who seemed somewhat guarded when we shook hands by the door. 

    "Sylvia," I said, "I'm here to donate my car to the shelter. I brought the title. What else do you need?" 

    "May I ask why you aren't trying to sell it?" 

    "Too much trouble unless I take it to a dealer. A dealer won't pay much for it. I figure it'll find a better life here." 

    After asking if the car needed repairs and whether there were likely to be any spousal repercussions, we went outside and Sylvia took the Olds for a spin. When we returned, she parked it behind the building and turned off the engine, then turned to study me for a short time before she spoke. 

    "It's a nice old car. If you're still sure you want to donate it, we'll go inside and make out a donation form for your taxes." Nodding, I said, "Sounds fine. High book is only about eighteen hundred. I figure a thousand would do for taxes." 

    She took the key out of the ignition and said, "I'm curious about why you chose to donate your car to us." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Just did," and opened my door, then went to the rear of the car and used a dime to loosen and remove the license plate screws. Joining me outside the car, Sylvia said, "If you can wait another half hour or so, I'll be able to drive you home. If not, feel free to use my phone to call for a ride." 

    As she unlocked the back door to let us in, I said, "Thanks," and followed her up the steps. When the paperwork was done, I folded my copies into a shirt pocket and headed for the door with my license plate. 

    Sylvia stood up behind her desk and said, "Wait! How are you getting home?" 

    Saying, "Not a problem. Later, ma'am," I let myself out and walked around the corner of the building before I lifted in the general direction of the farm. 

    At the apartment, I hung the license plate on a nail in the garage and closed the doors, slipped into my flight suit, and lifted again to head for space. 

    Three hundred miles up, I skinned out of my flight suit and let it float beside me as I soaked up raw sunlight for an hour, then I re-suited and headed for New Mexico and Lab Two. 

    Even as I arced high on a westerly course, I wondered why I felt impelled to go there. No good reason had occurred to me by the time I landed and entered my code at Sara's kiosk. 

    When I walked into the cafeteria, I sent Sara a link and told her I was in the lab complex. She offered to join me for coffee. 

    'I'll try to bring Shalina along,' she added. 

    'Not on my account, ma'am. Let her play.' 

    'Do you have a problem with her, Ed?' 

    'No. If I were in her shoes, I'd likely rather keep at it --whatever it is --than socialize. She's been out of the game for a while, y'know. Lots to catch up on. See you in a few.' 

    I saw her flitting along the ceiling of the four-west corridor as I carried our coffees to a table. She waved and smiled to a couple of people outside the cafeteria, then zipped in above the tables and settled into the chair across from mine. 

    Pushing her cup toward her, I said, "Your coffee, milady." 

    "Thanks. Now tell me what you haven't told me." 

    "There's nothing to tell." 

    Sara snorted, "Ha. You've been here exactly twice in the last two years, and both times were during missions." 

    Sitting back, I said, "Well, I just started feeling as if I ought to be here. Don't know why yet." 

    Mimicking my posture, Sara grinned. 

    "Gee, Ed, maybe you've developed a sudden interest in... shall we say... an 'older woman'?" 

    Grinning back, I said, "Crap, milady. She looks maybe thirty. If that." Her grin persisted for a moment, then she looked thoughtful. "So you just

'felt' you ought to be here, huh?" 

    "Yup. It's one of those 'something's gonna happen' feelings, Sara. They usually just bubble up from nowhere and the reasons tend to become more apparent as things develop." 

    Shrugging, I added, "If things develop at all. Now and then being extra-alert helps you spot and take care of little things that might have otherwise added up to a problem. When that happens, the feeling just sort of fades away." 

    Sara nodded. "I know what you mean. But in this instance, your feelings pretty much have to have something to do with Shalina, because she's the only new variable here." 

    I agreed, "Yup. Seems likely. Or it could be that something she did or said triggered a line of thought that hasn't chosen to surface yet. I was in that region for quite a while before Africa. Saw a lot, did a lot. Heard all the rumors of the time, but I didn't hear anything about superwomen, so I'm thinking it was something else that set my subconscious to rumbling." A strong presence manifested itself to my left and seemed to move through the labs beyond the corridor. I recognized the presence as Shalina and had time to wonder why I didn't sense her all the time at this range before she appeared flying toward the cafeteria in the three-west corridor. Zipping in as quickly as Sara had, she stopped at the table and set down a rather frightened-looking lab rat, whose knees instantly failed him. Sara reached to grab his collar and haul him back upright before his knees impacted the floor. I kicked a chair under him and Sara let him drop into the chair. 

    "You all right?" she asked him. 

    The guy stared at her, then at me, then his eyes locked on Shalina in a shocked, accusing manner. 

    "Sorry," she said, "I needed directions. Thanks, Fred." Fred Harker cleared his throat, yanked his smock to straighten it and discovered his shirt had twisted around him, and tried to stand up as he said, 

"Ah... well, I guess you're welcome, then. I, uh, I have to get back to the lab now." 

    His second attempt to stand succeeded and he tottered away on shaky legs. Sara and I watched him go, but Shalina remained focused on Sara and said, "I need to get back to Israel. How do I get out of here?" Sara turned to face her and asked, "What's up, Shalina? Why all the mystery?" 

    "It's... it's a personal matter." 

    In a flat tone, Sara replied, "Not if it's in our records." Their gazes met as Shalina said in a similar tone, "You can't keep me here, Sara." 

    "I just want to know what's going on. What's got you so agitated? What's the hurry? Two of your convertees are here. I'm sure they'd like to see you again." 

    Shalina snapped, "They can wait a little longer." I asked, "Is this something we could help you with?" Both women looked at me and Shalina shook her head tersely as she replied, 

"No," and returned her gaze to Sara. 

    "Well?" she asked, "Will someone open the doors for me or will I have to open them myself?" 

    Sara sighed, "You aren't a prisoner, Shalina. Do you want to recharge before you go?" 

    Shalina's left eyebrow went up. "Recharge? Down here?" 

    "Yup," I said, "You grab a couple of steel bars and hang on while they zap you with enough juice to run Texas for a week." Looking at Sara, I asked, 

"What powers that rig, ma'am?" 

    "The engine from the ship that brought me here, and before you ask, the rest of the ship was incorporated into the lab complex." Looking a bit puzzled, Shalina asked, "You had a ship? I had to... Did April have a ship, too?" 

    "No. She came here like you. She was your replacement." I said, "Shalina, you just spent the afternoon in the records room. If you weren't catching up, what were you doing.?" 

    She interrupted with a curt and dismissive, "Look, Ed, some things don't involve you. This is one of them. Now why don't you go find something to do and..." 

    "Stick it up your ass, lady." 

    Apparently unable to believe what she'd heard, Shalina snapped, "What?!" 

    "You heard me. Stop jacking us around and start talking. You may have been sent here to protect Earth, but it's my world and you've already walked off the job once. Anything that can get you this fuzzed up is something we all need to know about. If it's serious, we'll help, but we won't back off unless you can convince us it isn't serious." 

    Hissing, "How dare you..?!" Shalina sent the back of her hand at me. I knew I couldn't block it, so I ducked, grabbed her forearm, used my legs to topple her, and put her in a wrist lock to keep her face-down on the floor. Shalina started turning her wrist to free herself and I had to use nearly all my strength to hold her, but hold her I did, just barely. The absolute shock on her face told me she'd never for a moment have believed such a thing was possible. 

    Before she could apply the rest of herself to breaking my hold, I released her, stepped back, and said, "No more hitting, lady. If I can do that, so can an Aktion. You may have been the queen goddess Protector on Earth back in the sixties, but times have changed and some of the bad guys are getting the same training I've had." 

    She looked ready to hit me for real, but Sara said, "He's right, Shalina. We were created to use raw power to overcome our opponents and they sent us here with damned little training that wasn't long outdated when we received it. Our makers aren't warriors; they're just scientists who met the goals they were issued. Hell, most of our training was intended to keep us from making political mistakes that would force the higher powers to publicly acknowledge the Aktion incursions." 

    Taking her seat at the table, Sara sipped her coffee and quietly said, "I tried everything I'd been taught against the Aktion alpha I encountered in December. Everything. No good. No damned good at all. My ribs were cracking and it was getting hard to see or think until I remembered what Ed had shown me about breaking holds and striking." 

    Shalina's glare left me and became a stark stare at Sara. 

    "There was an Aktion alpha here on Earth?! Have they gone insane? That could start..." she looked at me and clammed up. 

    I sighed sarcastically, "Oh, gee, lemme guess! It could start a bigger war somewhere else, right? The same shit happened here, y'know. Korea in the fifties. Vietnam in the sixties and seventies. Afghanistan in the seventies and eighties. The only difference is the scale of things." Sitting back down, I said, "Come on, lady, level with us. It seems likely that whatever it is has had a while to cook. If it turns out to be too damned big for you, is it too much to ask that you not let it be a nasty surprise for the rest of us?" 
Chapter Nine

    Shalina eyed me narrowly for a time, then growled, "If you ever put your hands on me like that again..." she let the sentence trail off unfinished. Meeting her gaze, I said, "If I do, you'll have earned it. Again. You've come at me twice, lady. Once before you knew me and once after you knew me. The next time your lesson won't be over until one of us wins or gives up." She chortled, "Oh, my! A 'lesson'?! What 'lesson' do you think you can teach me?" 

    I set my coffee down and said, "The one about how an arrogant, immature-although-five-hundred-year-old egocentric and somewhat macho superlady shouldn't swing at the people on her side. I may not win, but you will for damned sure know you've been in a fight before it's over. Now let's can this crap. Tell us what's going on." 

    For a long moment, Shalina stared at me disbelievingly, then she turned to Sara and seemed about to say something, didn't, and gave me another sidelong glance. 

    Sara chuckled and Shalina's gaze switched to her. In a flat tone, she asked, "He really thinks he has a chance, doesn't he? He really thinks he might be able to win a real fight with me." 

    Nibbling her lip with another chuckle, Sara replied, "Sure sounds like it. In fact, after sparring with him for ten years, I'm not sure he couldn't." Apparently thinking Sara was joking, Shalina muttered, "Uh, huh. Right." 

    "Doesn't matter," I said, "My value is the amount of surprise and confusion I can add to a scuffle, not whether I can beat an Aktion alpha --or a Protector --on my own. You ladies are roughly a third stronger than alphas and they can't fly, but sometimes they bring some friends and big-assed guns." Sipping the last of my coffee, I added, "And if you aren't going to use the charger right away, I will. Sara, who's down there to let me in? 

Christine?" 

    Glancing at the wall clock, Sara replied, "If you hurry. She gets off soon." 

    "Thanks. Later, ladies." 

    "Wait," said Shalina, "You use it? This I gotta see." I shrugged and headed for the doors saying, "You won't see much. It works for me the same way it works for them." 

    The ladies followed me to Zalinski's office where Air Force Sergeant Christine Mildon was just getting ready to leave for the evening. After being introduced to Shalina, Mildon readied the charging platform and I stepped onto it to grab the bars, then she flipped a breaker switch and a rush of raw electric power flooded into me. 

    It took me less than ten minutes to top off my capacities, as I'd expected after sunbathing in space. Shalina likely assumed ten minutes was about all I could hold, but Sara gave me a raised eyebrow as Shalina took my place on the platform. 

    Once the current started and she got used to it, Shalina closed her eyes and savored the feed as if it was good brandy. 

    I said to Sara,"Five of us share this thing now. Could be we need another couple of grips on the charger." 

    She shook her head. "The circuits couldn't handle it. We'll need another platform and a larger line to the generator." 

    Shalina seemed to have gone to sleep on the platform; she'd slid her hands up and over the top of the grip bars, then draped her arms over them and let herself hang between them. Now and then we heard happy little sighs and moans. I chuckled, "She's having entirely too much fun with that thing, ma'am. Too bad they can't make one small enough to fit in a purse, y'know?" Sara snorted a laugh and Shalina chuckled softly. Sara linked to me and asked, 'Why didn't you charge longer?' 

    'Didn't need to. Spent some time in space earlier.' 

    After a pause, she asked, 'Why were you baiting her, Ed?' 

    'To show you what you're up against. She has a hair trigger, she's just a tad arrogant, and she's hiding something we need to know about. Any idea why she won't volunteer the info?' 

    She shook her head slightly and continued to watch Shalina recharge herself. So did I; granted the ladies all pretty much looked alike in terms of height, hair, and even facial features to a degree, but Shalina was the new girl and I found myself eyeballing her shamelessly. 

    Forty years away from things hadn't softened her at all, as far as I could tell. When she shifted her position, I watched the long muscles in her legs play and felt a rush of desire. 

    Shalina turned her head slightly to study me with a small grin and said, 

"I can almost feel you staring at me." 

    Shrugging, I said, "It's what I do when you ladies are in uniform. Even when you aren't. Want me to stop?" 

    She laughed, "Why even ask? You can't." 

    "Yeah, well, you got me there. I'd have to leave the room." Shaking her head slightly, Shalina chuckled, "I don't mind," and faced front again with a small sigh. "This feels SO good. Of all the ways to recharge, high voltage is the best." 

    "Sounds as if it's been a while, ma'am." 

    "It has. This way, that is. I usually just hang in space for a while and sunbathe. Last month I managed to tap some power lines while I cleaned up after a storm, but they were nothing compared to this." 

    "You could always trail a wire through a thunderstorm. The guys at the cape use a real thin..." 

    Peering back at me under her arm, Shalina asked, "Have you actually tried that?" 

    "Yeah, but it wasn't my idea. I took off at the edge of a storm and got zapped about fifty feet off the ground." 

    Snickering, Shalina asked, "How'd that go for you?" 

    "Well, it isn't my favorite way to charge up. It felt like I was back in that nuke blast for a moment. When I could see again, everything around me was happening in slow motion. Some woman pointed and screamed and I realized I was wearing charred rags and only one shoe. Found my other shoe and headed home to change, but I was so charged up I misjudged and hopped all the way to the county line." 

    Sara said, "You never told me about that." I shrugged and gave her a sidelong glance. 

    "I kinda figured you ladies already knew about lightning." Shalina laughed softly as Sara gave me a fisheye look and said, "We do. A convertee was killed by lightning in 1991." 

    "Bad luck, ma'am. Everybody gets some now and then." She eyed me in silence for a moment, then returned her gaze to Shalina and the meter on the wall beyond her. I glanced at the meter and saw that Shalina was still drawing a full dose; in other words, exactly what I expected to see. Linking to Sara, I said, 'I'll be in the records room,' as I said aloud, 

"Bye, ladies. Have fun." 

    Sara nodded and Shalina asked, "Where are you off to?" 

    "The cafeteria," I replied, and just to validate that statement, I detoured through the cafeteria and snagged a cup of coffee on my way to the records room. 

    Using a computer in a secured facility means you can expect your session to be recorded, possibly even recorded in more than one manner. Entering two codes let me pull a copy of Shalina's keystrokes and a list of the files she'd accessed. I set about retracing her steps through the data. Half an hour later I had a general idea of what she'd been looking for. Most of her search had centered around four people, three of whom had died over the last decade or so. The last person on her list --Marion Bradley -was a woman who had retired from a middle-management position in the State Department to the town of Lewinsville, Virginia, which to me indicated she probably hadn't really retired at all. 

    I remembered Lewinsville as a tiny crossroads town on the outskirts of Washington, DC. It was at the southernmost end of Chain Bridge Road. At its northernmost end, where Chain Bridge Road stopped at Georgetown Pike, the CIA's headquarters complex was within spitting distance. Running a search on Marion Bradley gave me her vitals, but didn't tell me what sort of work she'd done for State. I dug a little deeper and still came up zip, which was generally hard to do 'cuz the lab computers could access things through an NSA link. On the other hand, the CIA and NSA had never been particularly fond of each other. Might be they didn't tell each other every little thing. 

    Printing an ID mug shot and salient info about Bradley, I moved on to see if I could spot a pattern in Shalina's wanderings. Nothing seemed to stand out in particular or score more hits than anything else until I noticed several individual references to an international courier route. They were brief, in context with other results, and apparently only recommended drop-off points for routine notifications of activities in and around the Middle East. 

    Standard info distributions, in other words. Certain people were supposed to get copies of certain types of documents updating international trade, production figures, and changes in personnel at various governmental agencies. I'd almost passed over that tidbit of info, but something about it had snagged my attention in some vague manner, so I copied the route to the printer with the other stuff. 

    After bundling links to all my search logs into a message and posting it to April, Sara, and Doris, I headed for Sara's bolt-hole exit and put on my flight suit. Just as I keyed the pad to open the big round door, Sara arrived. 

    "You're leaving so soon?" 

    "Yes'm. This place is okay in small doses, but I prefer having a sky overhead." 

    "You'll miss dinner." 

    Poking in the last few numbers, I replied, "I'll survive." The door --more of a hatch, really --hissed open and I stepped into the tunnel that led to the surface. Sara reached to touch my shoulder and I met her gaze. 

    "Ed, I know you were in the records room for an hour or so. What did you turn up? What's bothering you?" 

    "That's what I intend to find out. Check your email. I sent you my usage logs." 

    "Why not just link the info to me?" 

    "Independent viewpoints. Check out the links, think about it, let me know what you think of it later. I didn't really turn up much that I'd call solid info, so I'm on my way to Lewinsville, Virginia to see what I can dig up there." 

    When you talk with people, watch their eyes. The name 'Lewinsville' made Sara's querying gaze become a flat stare. 

    "Uh, huh," I said, "Gonna tell me about it or make me dig?" Her left eyebrow went up, then she seemed to give the matter some thought and said, "Dig. Maybe we could use a new view of things, too." 

    "Any hints? Suggestions? Warnings?" 

    Shaking her head, she replied, "No." 

    Tossing her a two-fingered salute, I leaned to kiss her goodbye and lifted toward the dot of sky above. It seemed likely to me that someone would be tracking me, so my first stop was the farm, where I skinned out of the flight suit, wadded it around the printouts and my clothes, and lifted again, this time toward DC. 

    One of the reasons for flight suits had to do with high speed heat. One of the other reasons had to do with tracking flight in the crowded skies above most cities. After arcing out of the atmosphere to make a fastest-possible trip to the upper east coast, I quickly and carefully descended through somewhat less crowded skies to hover above the Atlantic Ocean a few hundred miles offshore, then headed for shore at about a hundred feet of altitude and just under the speed of sound. 

    Delaware Bay came into view and I paused on a rooftop in Rehoboth Beach to retrieve my clothes from the wadded flight suit and put them on, then I rewadded the suit around my printouts and continued toward DC at the same altitude and a somewhat slower speed. 

    Skirting to the north of Andrews Air Force Base, I followed Pennsylvania Avenue into Washington. Perhaps three blocks from the Capitol building, I saw a guy hop out of a car and run toward a couple on the sidewalk. He pulled a gun out of his belt and all three of them disappeared into an alleyway. Swooping down to grab a loose sheet of newspaper in the rubble of a demolished building, I dropped the paper over a loose brick, picked it up, and flew back to the alley. 

    The guy had his gun to the other man's head and was yapping street noise at him as he searched the man's pockets. I landed and walked into the alley with my flight suit under my left arm and the newspaper folded around the brick. 

    The robber spun to face me and yelled, "Yo, muthafucka! Why you bringin' 

yo' white ass inna my bidness?" 

    His gun was now pointing at me. I pitched the brick at his face and it slammed him back five feet or so before he dropped and tumbled flat. I didn't have to check him to know he was dead; the brick had embedded in his forehead. Good enough. Picking up the newspaper, I walked back out of the alleyway, stepped between an SUV and a panel van parked to one side, and lifted back into the sky with the resistance of the sound barrier barely ahead of my fingertips until I was on the other side of the Capitol building. No muss, no fuss, bad guy down, very brief encounter, likely no chance in hell anyone but the freaked-out victims saw me, and the only real evidence -the newspaper --was with me. Wadding it tight, I dropped it down an incinerator chimney in Arlington and continued toward Lewinsville on I-66 and Great Falls Street. Landing behind a gas station and convenience store, I walked inside and bought an area map and a coffee and sat at one of the little snack bar tables. Unlike some heavily developed areas in which odd little streets and cul-de-sacs led visitors in endless frustrating circles, there seemed to be damned few streets to either side of Hunting Avenue. Finding Marion Bradley's general area on the map was easy. 

    Guzzling the rest of the coffee, I started for the door and stopped cold as I saw a silver Ford pull up at the pumps. The woman behind the wheel looked to be none other than Bradley. 

    She wore an office outfit; matching dark blue slacks and a jacket and a lighter blouse. Maybe a little out of shape, but not too much, by the way she moved and held herself. Given her age, I was reasonably impressed. Not many over-fifty women keep themselves up so well. I checked my printout for the car's license plate number and it matched. Well, damn. 

    Well, not so very strange, really. She lived around here and had to get her gas somewhere. I asked the clerk for a bag for my stuff as Bradley filled her tank, then I stood near the book racks, pretending to sip from my empty cup, until she hung up the nozzle and grabbed the receipt. Walking outside as she pulled away from the pumps, I kept an eye on her car as I went beside the store and lifted to follow her. Problem: don't want to fly high, but don't want be seen, either. Solution: quick dashes from one big tree to another along her route. I watched her pass through a gate and park at a house, not a condo, though her address had led me to believe the place had multiple addresses. 

    Okay, so I'd found her. Now what? If she was an agent of some sort, it was highly unlikely she'd talk to me. If she wasn't, she wouldn't know anything. Hm. I decided on the direct approach just to see what would shake loose. Flying in above the property's locked gate, I landed at the front door and rang the bell even as two cameras in the doorway alcove whirred and locked onto me. 

    It seemed to take Bradley quite a while to acknowledge my presence, but after some minutes and a few more rings of the bell, a woman asked through a speaker near the door, "How did you get in here?" 

    "I hopped over the fence, ma'am. Nice place you have." On the other side of the door I faintly heard the clacking rattle of metal on plastic and a 'snik' sort of sound that my mind automatically categorized as a rifle safety being moved. 

    From the speaker came, "What do you want?" Holding up the printouts, I said, "Just wanted to ask about a courier route in the Middle East." 

    One of the cameras moved to scan the front grounds, then returned to me as the other scanned the grounds. Overlapping fields of view. Kewl. From the speaker came, "If you have ID, put it through the mail slot." I laughed, "Oh, I don't think so, ma'am. What if you decide not to give it back? Just a minute." Hauling my lab ID out of a pocket, I held it up for the camera on my left and asked, "Can you focus on this?" The camera whirred and some moments passed before the woman said, "When the door opens, step inside two paces and stop." 

    "Yes, ma'am. Step inside, then two paces and stop. Yeah, I think I can remember all that." 

    A buzzer sounded faintly and the latch snapped, then she said, "Okay. Push the door open and come in." 

    I did so and found myself facing a glass door in a narrow entranceway as the front door closed behind me. Reaching to lightly thump a wall, I didn't hear the typical hollowness of plasterboard over studs. 

    Beyond the glass door stood Marion Bradley, aiming what I recognized immediately as a Remington 1100 shotgun at me. There was a remote of some sort in her left hand, aimed in the same general direction as the gun barrel. She asked, "What else is in that bag? Show me, please." Turning the bag inside out in front of my feet, I let her see the map and my wadded flight suit, then I picked up the suit and let it unwad as it dangled from my left hand before I let it drop onto the empty bag. Nodding at the shotgun, I said, "I like automatics, too. Cops tend to go for pumps, but I've shot enough skeet and trap that I'm not too worried about a jam with shotgun rounds." 

    Her gaze narrowed. "You don't seem too worried that a shotgun's pointing at you, either. Why's that?" 

    Indicating the door, I replied, "Seems likely that's bulletproof glass, ma'am. A shotgun slug might get through it, but I doubt it." Glancing at the floor, she said, "That's a flight suit." When she said no more, I nodded. "Yup. That it is." Bradley shot back, "Men don't fly." 

    "I do." 

    She snapped, "Prove it." 

    Lifting a foot off the floor, I asked, "Will this do?" 

    "For now. Who sent you and why?" 

    Landing, I thumbed at my chest and said, "I sent me. I dug up some stuff and wanted to talk to someone who was there." 

    Kneeling to gather up my printouts, map, and flight suit, I said, "This is getting old, ma'am. By now you know who I am and you know that if I wanted to hurt you, this door and that gun wouldn't stop me. Why don't we go sit down somewhere and talk a bit?" 

    That's when I saw her thumb move from the side of the shotgun's stock to the remote and I didn't wait to see what would happen next. The glass door became a kind of sparkly serape as my shoulder drove through its supports and wrenched it away from its latches and hinges. It collapsed over my shoulder and I got well to one side of the alcove and held the remains of the door in front of me as something in the alcove made a loud, sharp 'paff!' sort of sound. 

    The shotgun boomed twice and its heavy slugs slammed into my chest, but I'd expected that and stayed on my feet as I looked back at the alcove. A faint cloud of gold was beginning to spread into the living room and kitchen and settle on all exposed surfaces. 

    When I looked at Marion, the shotgun went off again and the slug spanged off my scalp. Enough, damn it. I crossed the room in an instant and got in close to her, then slapped the gun hard to stun her hands and arms. The gun went off again before she let go of it and it plummeted to the floor with the remote. 

    Hefting Bradley under one arm, I headed for the screened pool area behind the house and tried the doors. Locked. Well, too damned bad. Shoving the doors open, I took Bradley near the pool and set her firmly into one of the lounge chairs. 

    She'd been wall-eyed with fright when I'd picked her up, but somewhere between then and now she'd stifled her terror and recomposed herself. Clearing her throat, she asked, "What do you want?" Checking myself for gold dust, I snapped, "I told you what I want, damn it. I have some city names on a printout and I want to know what the courier route was about, but now I'd also like to know why you just tried to gold-plate me." 

    "And if I don't talk? What then? You'll kill me?" I sighed, "Jesus. No fucking worries about that, lady. If you don't talk to me, you'll damned sure talk to people at Lab Two before they let you go." 
Chapter Ten

    Reaching for her hand, I looked her in the eye, linked with her, and named one of the cities on the map. A mental picture flashed across to me and disappeared almost instantly, but I got the message within it as I reviewed what I'd seen. 

    Chuckling softly, I grinned and whispered, "Well, holy shit, Batman! A nuke in every one of those cities?" 

    Her involuntary positive response came across our contact even as she glared daggers at me. I let go of her hand and walked over to a small refrigerator by the house's rear doors. 

    A canned tea looked good. I grabbed two and walked back to sit across the patio table from Bradley. Handing her a can of tea, I opened my own and said, 

"Thanks. This is good stuff." 

    Reaching to pop hers open, I grinningly said, "Drink up, ma'am. It's your tea, you know. And take it easy. I happen to agree with the idea of planting nukes in bad guy cities. It might help keep them in line." After sipping, I added, "Or not, I guess. They're religious nuts, so it might be they'd just call everybody martyrs and continue being assholes with more recruits than ever. Is that why the bombs didn't go off in '73?" Marion Bradley finally picked up her can of tea and sipped, never taking her eyes off me. When she lowered the can, she nodded slightly and replied softly, "Yes. One of the reasons." 

    "Hm. Well, it's prob'ly a good thing I wasn't the one making decisions back then, 'cuz I'd have pushed the damned button. They wouldn't have had anywhere to go home to and there'd have been damned few prisoners on October 22nd." 

    Bradley's eyes locked on mine. "You just happen to know the date that war ended? Are you Jewish?" 

    "Nope. No religions for me, please. They're entirely too much trouble for everybody. Now tell me something, please; why did you try to kill me a few minutes ago?" 

    Shaking her head, Bradley said, "I wasn't trying to kill you. I was just trying to incapacitate you." 

    "Oh, it would have done that, eventually." 

    "Eventually?" 

    "Yup. I'd have had time to get to you and call for help, so it might not have killed me, but if I'd ended up covered in gold, I would definitely have killed you before I blacked out." 

    Eyeing me sharply, she said, "You don't sound like any convertee I've ever heard of. Don't they usually reflect the no-kill policies of the Protectors?" Shrugging, I replied, "Most of 'em seem to, yeah. So why would you try to kill one?" 

    She snapped vehemently, "I told you, damn it; I wasn't trying to kill you!" 

    Chuckling, I glanced around and asked, "Where are your friends, ma'am? Why aren't they here yet?" 

    "What?" 

    "The people you called when I showed up. The ones who told you to let me in and told you to dust me. Why aren't they here? I can think of one reason in particular." 

    Her right eyebrow went up. "What would that be?" Sipping tea, I replied, "Hidden cameras. They were watching it all on TV. Prob'ly still are, waiting to see what I'll do with you. But they'll be disappointed, I think." 

    Looking wary, she asked, "Why?" 

    "Cuz I'm just going to finish my tea and leave. Now I know what I wanted to know, so our business is done." 

    Bradley took a breath and said, "I have a question if you wouldn't mind. What are you going to do with what you know?" 

    I shrugged. "What would you do? What would you prefer?" 

    "What?!" 

    "I told you how I feel about it. What should I do with the info? Tell people or keep quiet?" 

    Giving me an incredulous look, she asked, "Why the hell do you think we kept it quiet all these years?" 

    "Damned if I know. I think it would have been a great way to keep those nutcase bastards from getting as nasty as they have lately. I'd have planted bombs in all their major cities and dared 'em to so much as fart at the western world." 

    She snickered and said, "That was suggested, but I don't know if any other cities were seeded." 

    "Got a question, ma'am. Who told you I could read minds?" For the third time, she uttered, "What?!" 

    "Can the act, please. When I touched you and mentioned a city to pull a reaction out of you, you didn't ask me how I did that or anything else. Just about anyone else would have." 

    "I'm not anyone else." 

    I linked to Doris and asked, 'Got a few minutes to listen in on a phone call?' 

    'I suppose so. Who are you calling?' 

    'Don't know yet. They're going to call me.' 

    Letting Doris see what I was seeing, I said to Bradley, "Apparently not, ma'am. Nor are you simply a retired office worker. And maybe my chance meeting with a certain beach bunny wasn't a chance meeting. Got your cell phone on you?" 

    She reached into a jacket pocket and placed it on the table. I flicked it open and held it out to her. 

    "Miz B, I figure your bosses can hear us, so I'm going to ask one more time before I leave... do they want me to keep quiet or tell people?" Bradley looked at me rather archly and asked, "What if you're wrong? What if nobody calls?" 

    "Then it'll be up to me to decide and I might screw things up for somebody by keeping quiet. Like I said, I don't have a problem with the bombs." Doris yelped, 'Bombs?! Where?!' 

    'Every capitol Arab city in the Middle East. Stand by.' 

    After a moment, Bradley sat up and took the phone as she said firmly, 

"Six, I'm looking right at him and he's serious." Another few moments passed before the phone chirped. Marion answered it with, "Yes," then handed it to me. 

    "You got me," I said to whomever. 

    A man said, "The news was supposed to get out," then the connection terminated. 

    Handing the phone back to Bradley, I said, "Not good enough, ma'am. He also needs to tell me why I was set up for a gold bath. I think I know, of course, but I want to hear it." 

    Through our link, Doris screeched, 'A gold bath?! Bombs?! Ed, where the hell are you and what's going on?!' 

    'Tell you all about it shortly, ma'am. Watch and listen.' 

    Bradley said, "He may not call back just to satisfy your curiosity." Grinning as I grabbed her hand, I said, "Then I'd better never find out who he is." 

    Freaking a bit, Bradley struggled to free her hand, but the info came across almost as soon as I'd spoken. James Lothen was the guy on the phone and there was even a mental pic of him supervising the installation of the glass door. 

    'James Lothen,' I said to Doris, 'If he doesn't call me back, he'll be my next stop. Got an address for him?' 

    'Will have in a minute. Stand by.' 

    The phone chirped and this time I picked it up. 

    "You got me." 

    The same guy as before said, "We just wanted a convincing scenario for discovery of the info. An accident caused by a frightened retiree. Documents found by cops. All that. You weren't supposed to be seriously injured in the process and it was all done in an effort to bring some peace to the world. Think you can live with that?" 

    "You'll know in a minute. Why a gold chamber? We're all supposed to be on the same side, y'know." 

    Snorting a snide laugh, Lothan chuckled, "Yeah, right. I don't know why the hell your people are really here. That story about bad guy aliens doesn't wash with me." 

    "You'd better find a way to make it wash, dude. They're here and they're definitely bad news. Why didn't you use one of your own people for the unveiling? Bradley, here, could have had a change of heart and called the media." 

    He shot back, "Unconvincing and you know it. You worked for the company before I was born. You know the drills." 

    Uh, huh. Some under-forty yuppie trying to make a hot rep in one of the spook agencies. Prob'ly didn't have authorization to make the gold chamber, but might have. They're all like that to some degree; anything-for-the-cause types. 

    Well, one good setup deserves another. 

    "Tell you what, junior," I said, "I figure I owe you some payback, so you just feel free to start sweating right now. You won't know when it'll land on you 'till it does." 

    He laughed, the arrogant son of a bitch. It was the sort of soft and condescending laughter you hear from only the most hard-to-reach assholes. Time for Lothan to get a reeducation. 

    Snapping the phone shut, I handed it back to Bradley as if angered. When she took it, I grabbed her hand yet again. She glared and swore softly and looked as if she might be kicking herself for being such a sucker. Apparently it didn't immediately occur to her that if she hadn't taken the phone, I would have grabbed her anyway. 

    When I asked, "Where is he?" and other questions about where he might be if he wasn't there, Bradley couldn't help envisioning and answering. It wasn't exactly coercion; if you tell someone to ignore the elephant in the room, they can't. Her answers weren't voluntary, but neither were they torn from her in bloody chunks. 

    My final question was, "Were you trying to kill me?" and her unspoken answer was ambiguous; that is, it hadn't mattered a fat, flying damn to her whether I'd lived or died. She was a true company girl. Her gaze narrowed and her next unspoken image was of her standing over my body. Guess I'd pissed her off enough to help her make up her mind after all. 

    Still holding her hand, I asked, "Would it surprise you much to hear that all convertees and Protectors can read minds to a degree? Some better than others, of course." 

    Glaring at me, she replied, "At this point? No, it wouldn't." Grinning, I dropped my link to Doris without warning and sent all the terror and pain I could muster into Bradley in a long burst of raw emotion. She screamed and I sent another long burst into her, then let her go. She scrambled out of her chair and crabbed backward away from me, her eyes wide and her breathing heavy as she groped by the doorway and came up with a 9mm autopistol from somewhere in the next room. 

    Holding up a hand, I laughed, "Uh-uh, ma'am! No, no! Your Mr. Lothan wants me to share the news, remember? Can't shoot me 'till I do that, right?" Bradley screamed, "Fuck you, you bastard!" and pulled the trigger. And kept pulling it. My already shotgunned shirt acquired some new holes and ricochets did some damage to the doors and windows. When the gun racked open for lack of another round, I picked up my bag and let myself out through the screen enclosure's side door, then lifted away. 

    Ignoring Doris's attempts to link, I was above Lothan's building in moments. Another few seconds put me a few feet from his car, a black Jaguar that looked fairly new. 

    I parked myself on a ledge and waited. About twenty minutes later, Lothan emerged from the elevator and made a bee-line march toward his car, but I intercepted him. 

    Shoving the printouts and map at him, I stuffed them under his briefcase arm as I said, "Here ya go, Jimmy; do your own goddamned dirty work for a change." 

    He gaped at my ragged shirt as he groped for something in his pants pocket and hissed, "How the hell did you get in here?! What the hell is this crap?" After he produced a cell phone and thumbed a button, the damned dummy stuck the phone back in his pocket and grabbed the stuff I'd shoved under his arm. 

    He set his briefcase down so he could riffle through it as he said, "In case you were wondering, that was an alarm. We'll have lots of company in a minute and I..." That's when he got to the map. He studied its titling in the crappy light from overhead fixtures and shook his head as he tossed the papers on the floor and yapped, "What the hell do you want?" I grinned as I knelt to retrieve the printouts and map. 

    "You'll read all about it in the papers, Jimmy. Thanks a bunch for putting your prints on my printouts, sucker." 

    His gaze became one of panic as his eyes locked on the printouts and he made a desperate grab for them. Hopping a car length away, I laughed. 

    "Jimmy, I met way too many people like you when I was in. Once I was out, I was content to forget the whole mess, but tonight... Well, let's just say you set up the wrong guy. I was supposed to be a body on the floor and an end to the info trail with lots of evidence to support the story. Fact is, I don't know if there really are any bombs in Arab cities. Maybe you just planted that info on Bradley so she'd believe it and pass that belief along. Doesn't matter a damn to me; it's just one of several possibilities." Holding up the printouts, I said, "But here's a prediction based on fact, Jimmy; this stuff now has your prints and DNA on it and it's going to be divided up among half a dozen news agencies. Each one's going to want to verify what it can, which means your name's gonna pop up several times when the prints come back. You may as well find a job selling used cars, dude, 'cuz your intel days are over as of right now." 

    Yeah, he pulled a gun on me. Yeah, he emptied it at me. I held the printouts behind me to protect them and let him shoot, then gave him a little two-finger salute and left the building. 

    After making six copies of the printouts at a local Kinko's, I added a chunk of the original to each stack of copies for verifications and paid the lady behind the counter who'd been somewhat shocked to see my shot-up clothes. At four major media offices in DC, I simply walked in, ignored cops, guards, and freaked-out office workers, and shared copies of the printouts with news anchors, making sure they knew to check for fingerprints. After doing the same at the two biggest local papers, I linked to Doris as I headed back to the farm. 

    'Hi, there,' I said, 'I'm on my way back to the farm. Sorry I cut you off, but I gave Bradley a dose of the dog for having been such a bitch with the gold chamber and the shotgun.' 

    Doris knew about the incident with the dog and replied, 'Sounds as if she deserved it. Where have you been since? It's been over three hours.' 

    'Touring our nation's capitol, ma'am. More specifically, delivering the news as requested, and I did a damned fine job of it, too, if I do say so myself.' 

    'Oh, jeez,' muttered Doris, 'Details, Ed. What did you do?' 

    I didn't just tell her. I recapped in video form and waited for her response after she watched the last media delivery. 

    'Oh, jeez,' she muttered again, 'I'd better talk to some people tonight and let them know our side of this first.' 

    'If they're worth knowing, it won't matter which side they hear first; they'll verify everything independently.' 

    With a trace of irritation, she replied, 'There are politics involved, Ed. Funding to be supported. People who have to believe we don't fly off the handle. Not ever.' 

    'I didn't fly off the handle, ma'am. Those bastards tried to kill me to make their goddamned bomb scenario look real. If I'd been a regular convertee, they might have succeeded. With all the ruckus I've caused tonight, it seems likely a lot of people will still believe the story.' I chuckled as I added, 

'Whether it's true or not.' 

    After a moment, Doris asked, 'You don't think it's true?' 

    'Hell, I don't know. Bradley believed it, but who knows how she got the info? Now tell me why you think Shalina broke forty years of hiding to confront me on the beach.' 

    There was another pause, then Doris replied, 'At this point, I don't know, Ed, but if you decide to wrestle her down and pry the reason directly out of her brain, I'll help.' 

    I laughed, 'Thanks, milady, but it prob'ly won't come to that. When she finds out what they did, she may come clean and demand bloody justice for both of us.' 

    'You think she was set up, too?' 

    'Yeah, seems likely.' 

    'How?' 

    'Don't know yet. Doesn't matter tonight. I'm going to catch up on my sleep, ma'am. I think I'm still on Israeli time.' 

    'Certain people may want to talk to you when the media breaks the story.' 

    'That'll be tomorrow at the earliest. Emergencies only for the rest of the night, ma'am. Three blondes need some time to think about things. Protectors are supposed to be incorruptible paragons. It's in their rule book on page one.' 

    Doris snickered, then her attention wandered for a moment and she said, 

'Ed, this is coming in on the wire service... Senior Agent James Lothan... found dead near his car... single gunshot to the head... apparent suicide.' 

    'He'd have had to reload. His first ten came at me. Call somebody and have them count cartridges, ma'am. Bet the gun's empty and they find eleven empties.' 

    'He could have had a few loose rounds. I always did.' 

    'Yeah, but they were in your purse. He was wearing a custom tailored suit. Remember Sam? Anything heavy or lumpy in his pockets would have screwed up his look.' 

    She laughed, 'Yeah, I remember. Okay. Maybe Lothan had an extra round or maybe someone got rid of him. Either way, he's no longer a problem. Guess I'll say goodnight, then.' 

    'G'night, ma'am. Don't let the bedblondes bite.' 

    'Shouldn't be a problem. They aren't here and they didn't say where they were going. April came in right after you left and the three of them took off.' 

    Just as she said that, April's link request arrived and Doris laughingly added, 'Speak of the devil and she will appear.' 

    Opening a link for April, I said, 'Yo. Here. Present. Doris is on line two, ma'am.' 

    'Good. Shalina is here and I'd like to include her.' 

    'Sure. Go for it.' 

    Shalina entered April's link, giggled rather nervously, and said, 'Uhm... is this thing on?' 

    'Yes, it is,' I answered, 'What's very literally on your mind, ma'am?' 

    Her next giggle was almost hysterical. "Ahhh... yes, I guess it really is. Literally, I mean. Uh... Ed, you work fast, don't you?' 

    'Yeah, and Doris'll prob'ly tell you I'm easy, too.' 

    That made her snort a nervous laugh before she asked, 'Did you, uh... What did you find out in Lewinsville?' 

    'What do you think I found out, ma'am?' When she hesitated a hair too long, I said, 'It'll all be on the news tomorrow. Might as well cough it up now.' 
Chapter Eleven

    Shalina still hesitated, but it seemed to me she was just trying to find the best ways to say things. After a moment, she coughed softly and cleared her throat as if to speak aloud. 

    'Ed, Marion Bradley is in a hospital and James Lothan is dead.' 

    'Already knew about Lothan. Didn't know about Bradley and can't say I give a damn. What else?' 

    A moment passed, then she asked, 'Did Marion Bradley say anything about... uhm... explosives?' 

    'Yes, she did, ma'am, but nothing I didn't discover on my own before I left. Peacekeeper nukes in Arab cities.' 

    'Peacekeeper..? She called them that?' 

    'No, but I did. Just now. Continue, please.' 

    'Oh. Well, yes, peacekeeping was the idea.' 

    'Did anyone bother to tell the Arabs about them?' 

    She bridled and snapped, 'Of course. We even let them find one, then we... reclaimed it.' 

    Uh, huh. Stole it back after the Arabs found it on their own, more likely. World opinion about Israel could have turned nasty and the Russians were still a superpower backing the Arabs. 

    'Shalina, are you saying all the nukes supposedly in all those cities are real? Can you say that for certain, or would you just be repeating what you were told way back when?' 

    She responded sharply, 'No, I wasn't told a damned thing! I was two doors away and I overheard...' there was a pause, then, 'Oh, hell! They'd have known I could hear them... Oh, hell!' 

    Shalina abruptly left the link in what I could only describe as a cloud of embarrassment. April's sigh prefaced the accusatory tone of her words. 

    'Great going, Ed.' 

    'No guilt here, ma'am. She made a true newbie mistake. Overheard chat isn't automatically true. Knowing that and knowing why she made that mistake are all she gets.' 

    Sounding rather huffy, April snapped, 'What do you mean; 'knowing why she made that mistake'?' 

    Her defensive manner irritated me and I barked back, 'Look, dammit, she had shit for training and some people here took advantage of her. The sooner everybody gets over the idea that Protectors are somehow unable to fuck up, the sooner we can get down to something more than finger-pointing.' 

    I took a breath and said, 'She's a Protector, but she's essentially human. She's five hundred years old, but she lived outside the human goldfish bowl all that time, so she really doesn't know all that much about what motivates people or why it works. She got used, that's all. Now I'd like to know why she disappeared and stayed gone, and if she isn't ready to tell me that, I'm gonna hang up and go get some sleep.' 

    'Yes, maybe that's exactly what you should do, Ed. You're beginning to sound a bit shrill.' 

    'Only because others are acting a bit dense. You ladies are bright, beautiful, built, and buff, but none of that means a damned thing if what's called for is understanding outside your own experience and training. Funny how that works the same way for everybody else, isn't it? Look how many elderly people get suckered every year. Are they stupid? No. Inexperienced with professional scammers? Yes. Now pass that on to Shalina, please, and see if she'll come back into the link.' 

    April dropped the link and returned some moments later. 

    'No, not tonight,' she said, 'Tomorrow.' 

    'Okay. Got anything of your own to add?' 

    'Nothing you'd want to hear. Goodnight.' 

    'Goodnight. Doris? Got anything to add?' 

    'Yes. Why wasn't Sara in the link?' 

    April replied, 'She was busy elsewhere. Goodnight, Doris.' 

    Doris sighed, 'Okay. Goodnight, April. And you, Ed.' 

    She dropped her link and April dropped hers. A few minutes later I landed at the farm and let myself into my apartment before Stephie realized I was there. Or so I thought. She appeared at one of the new windows and let me know she was on the wrong side of the glass. 

    "Yes, ma'am. Coming, ma'am. Hold your little horses." I let her in and she began telling me all about her evening as I prepared for bed, then she took over a corner of the bed and yelled one last time before she curled up there. 

    Patting her, I said, "Yes, milady. Of course, ma'am," and turned out the light. 

    An insistent mental pinging woke me what seemed like only minutes later, but I saw daylight through the window. Getting up to greet Stephie and head to the kitchen, I opened a link for Sara as I made a coffee. 

    'You got me, blonde goddess lady.' 

    She almost yelled, 'What took you so long to answer?! Ed, Shalina's gone! 

Is she with you?' 

    'Nope. She didn't leave a note, huh?' 

    'Damn it, no jokes, okay? She knew the west entrance code. Did you tell her?' 

    'That's your one free dumb question for the day, ma'am. Can't ask another one until tomorrow. Just change the code and tell me why you're so fuzzed up. She's a big girl and she's been out on her own before, y'know. Did she take anything?' 

    'What?! No! I don't think so, anyway.' 

    'Any reason to think she isn't just out doing stuff? Does she have any pets to take care of back in Israel?' 

    Enunciating every word in a sharp growl, Sara asked, 'Are-you-serious?!' 

    'Think about it. You have a missing superblonde, but no foul play. I don't consider that particularly upsetting. She isn't used to reporting her comings and goings. Without more info --the really bad kind, that is --there's no point in getting all worked up.' 

    Apparently miffed that I wasn't sharing her mood properly, Sara muttered a frustrated 'Agh!' and dropped the link. 

    Sipping my coffee, I wondered how Shalina got the door code, thought of several possible ways, and decided that issue wasn't really my problem. Stephie yelled at me and I saw her sitting by the fridge with an expectant look. I said, "Yeah, yeah, gimme a minute," and took the milk out of the fridge to put some in a bowl. 

    Once I'd had some coffee and a shower and Stephie had dismissed my services for the morning by going outside, I got on my computer and checked email. As I processed two book group purchases and sent membership invitations, my inbox message count went from two to three. The new message was rather tiny and it was from 'Flygirl1510'. Cute. I linked to Doris so she'd see what I saw and clicked on the message, which read, 'Meet me today. The beach.' 

    Hitting reply, I answered, 'Noon or so. Reason?' and sent it. A few moments passed before her reply appeared, 'News.' 

    I typed 'More info,' and hit the send button. 

    Her reply was, 'Eighteen seeds. Signing off now.' 

    Doris said, 'I don't like this. It doesn't feel good.' 

    'Ditto, ma'am. Guess I'd better saddle up, though.' 

    'You're going?' 

    'We aren't gonna find out anything if I don't. By the way, good morning.' 

    'Same to you. Hope it stays good. What's your plan?' 

    'I'll let the ladies know and get going. They can tag me from a distance while I make contact.' 

    'What if the bombs are real?' 

    'Okay, what if they are?' 

    She sighed, 'Damn it, this could be a trap. Anybody could have sent those emails.' 

    'Yeah, and..? Still won't find out a damned thing sitting here, will I?' 

    Linking to April and Sara, I sent them updates and they agreed with the idea of trailing me at a distance, so I changed into my flight suit and got underway... then realized that if it was a trap, my arrival might be tracked due to the suit. 

    Landing in a field on the far side of Dallas, I stripped off the suit, wadded it around my clothes, and got underway again, arcing high as I linked to the ladies and asked, 'Are your uniforms radar trackable?' 

    April sent back, 'Only at close range using the most sensitive instruments available.' 

    'Assume the worst. I took off my flight suit and made it as small as possible. We can suit up again when we get there, and I suggest we come in from different directions. I'll drop in from the west as expected.' 

    Sara said, 'I'll take south.' 

    'I've got north,' said April, 'Let's circle out five hundred miles and come in as low as possible under Mach one. Ed, time your arrival so we're a couple of minutes out when you land.' 

    'Okay. A further suggestion, ladies. Instead of putting your uniforms on, snatch a couple of suits and towels from the trinket stands and walk in along the beach as undramatically as possible.' 

    'Just walk in?' asked Sara, 'Why? I was going to swim in.' 

    'Radar above, sonar offshore. Seems to me that if it's a trap, they'd try to be prepared.' 

    'Won't they also try to be prepared onshore?' 

    'It's a tourist trap, ma'am. Lots of scantily-clad blondes wandering around.' 

    A hundred miles from touchdown, I scanned the beach, saw Shalina sitting on the bench by the snack wagon, and passed the info to the ladies as I had a look inside the wagon. Nothing but food and ways to prepare it. Hovering to give the ladies time to get into position, I put on my clothes as I scanned the cliffsides. Nothing seemed out of place or particularly nefarious. Nothing as obvious as gun emplacements hidden in the rocks or parked vehicles. Nothing in the water near the beach, either. When I saw April and Sara walking on the beach a few hundred yards apart, I opened a link to them and headed down to land to the left of Shalina. Instead of jeans and sneakers, she was wearing cutoffs and sandals. Looked like the same blouse, though. I wondered briefly why she'd changed. She turned her head to face me and said, "You're early." 

    "Just couldn't wait to see you again, ma'am." Snorting a chuckle, she commented, "I'll bet," then stood up and gave me a

'come along' gesture as she headed for the stone steps. "We're going to my place to talk." 

    Glancing around us, I asked, "Why not talk here?" Shalina stopped and faced me to say, "Someone wants to meet you. The beach is too public." 

    Hm. Likely some spook. No point asking questions. I followed her up the steps with my eyes firmly locked on her gorgeous legs until we reached the top, where I had a look around that included peeking into vehicles and buildings. 

    She led me across the beach road to the building where I'd first seen her in the window and poked some buttons on a keypad. As I followed her in, my mind automatically reviewed and dissected what I'd seen as

'4-6-3-4-7-9-#-Enter'. 

    Sara wonderingly asked, 'How the hell does he do that?' and April chuckled. 

    Scanning the walls and stairs as we ascended to the second floor, I saw nothing unusual. Felt nothing unusual, either, as I would have if there'd been a sizable source of gold in the immediate vicinity to pull at my energy reserves. 

    She stopped in front of a door bearing the logo '2-C' and reached for the door handle. I looked inside the apartment and saw the outline of someone standing in the kitchen. That someone turned at the sound of the door latch and I saw she was female. 

    Holding the door and gesturing to usher me into the room, Shalina said, 

"Atlanta," and I tensed a bit, thinking it might be a code word for some sort of action. 

    A tall brunette --also in cutoffs and sandals --emerged from the kitchen and stopped just beyond the doorway. She had the typical slightly exotic features of an Aktion and resembled Janine Turner more than a little. I looked her fine, solid figure up and down once, spotted no weapons other than those she'd been born with, and gave her a little two-finger salute to go with my grin. 

    "Wow! Hi, there, gorgeous lady!" 

    "Hi, yourself," she laughed softly, "I'm Atlanta." 

    "I'm Ed. Why 'Atlanta', ma'am?" 

    She chuckled, "I was there once, back in the forties. I liked the name, so when I --shall we say, 'chose to disassociate myself from the Aktion military' --I decided to use it." 

    Glancing at Shalina, I asked, "So who went down with the boat?" She closed the door and said, "Her unit's political officer." Atlanta shuddered and said, "A sneaky, venomous bitch. She stowed away in the forward compartments." 

    "Convenient as hell, that. How did she know which boat?" Shrugging slightly, Atlanta grinned and said, "She must have been tipped off." 

    "Uh, huh. You needed an Aktion body to pull off your fake death. Good move, 'cept I'm kind of wondering why she wasn't reported missing." Ambling to the couch, Atlanta said, "She was reported missing. It was generally accepted that the Protector killed her." 

    "And you know that... how?" 

    "Intercepted communications during their searches. They found the body on the boat and one of the men was found quite some distance away from the scene. It was generally assumed that the other man and I were also killed." April prompted me with, 'Enough about her for now. See if you can find out about the bombs.' 

    'Just a minute, please. The bombs aren't going anywhere.' 

    Shalina went to sit on the couch with Atlanta and I parked my butt on the arm of a sofa chair as I asked, "Why me, Shalina? Why not any number of other people?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she replied, "Believe it or not, it truly was a lucky coincidence. I knew who you were the moment I saw you and we'd been discussing how to go about making news of the bombs public without revealing their locations. Your background made you suit our purposes perfectly." 

    "Lucky me. Would you mind if I call in my friends?" 

    "April and Sara? I expected you'd bring them, but I didn't want them to just barge in here and arrest Atlanta as an Aktion agent. I wanted you to do that thing you do first. Let them know she's on our side." Glancing at Atlanta, she added, "I sort of promised her you would." Nibbling her lower lip, Atlanta said, "I didn't believe her at first. I... uh, I still can't quite... Well, I guess we'll find out, won't we? What do I have to do?" 

    Standing up to walk over to her, I replied, "Nothing much," as I laid my left hand on her forearm, then said, "Think about the night the boat sank." Although that startled her, she did so. Through her eyes I saw the boat's dock ahead. She parked the car and walked to the boat, touching several surfaces and generally making sure there was evidence of her presence aboard. After the suitcases were aboard and the boat had been fueled, she led the men some distance up the dock near a noisy pump to quietly tell them where to deliver the suitcases in Port Gueydon, on the Algerian coast. As she spoke, we saw a dark figure quickly sneak aboard the boat behind the men. She warned the men that there were monitoring devices on the boat and that they'd likely be under surveillance when they landed at Port Gueydon. They seemed troubled by that, but she made them repeat their new instructions twice, suggested they not discuss anything of importance while aboard the boat, and then told them to get underway. 

    Some moments later she stood watching as the boat left the dock and headed out to sea. I felt no remorse in her for what was about to happen to the men, but toward one of the men in particular, she felt disgust and revulsion. He stood staring back at her from the stern as the boat got smaller with distance and became only a few spots of light in the darkness. 

    Turning away from the dock, she walked to the marina's office and used the phone to call a taxi. When it arrived, she told the driver to head toward the city. He asked her to give him a destination and she simply dropped some money in the front passenger seat as she said, "Just drive, please." 

    "Wait one," I said, halting her memories. Turning to Shalina, I said, 

"Real cute, lady. After showing us the nuke plant stuff, you asked if you could just tell us about the boat incident." 

    Shalina gave me a small, wry grin. "Sorry. If I'd shown you that, too, you'd have seen who wasn't on the boat. I'd be happy to show you now, if you like." 

    Glancing at Atlanta, I put my other hand on hers and said, "Yeah. Do that." 

    She did, and the mental visions pretty well matched what she'd told us about the incident. I noticed Atlanta's hand turning stiff under mine and looked at her. She was staring at Shalina with a degree of shock. And perhaps anger? 

    I felt real love mixed with outrage as Atlanta screeched in an accusing tone, "You didn't tell me she shot you!" 

    "Shot at me," corrected Shalina. 

    Atlanta yelped angrily, "No, damn it! She hit you! You were lucky to get out of that boat alive! How the hell could you not tell me about something like that?!" 

    I ventured, "Well, maybe 'cuz she knew you'd get all fuzzed up about it? 

Like you are now, for instance?" 

    Turning her glare on me, Atlanta raged, "You shut up! She could have been killed!" 

    "But she wasn't, and that's been good enough for you all these years, so why not leave it at that?" 

    Her mouth opened to reply, but Shalina's gentle hand reached to caress her face and turn her head away from me as Shalina firmly and quietly said, "He's right, it's just history at this point, but you're right, too, honey. I should have told you and I'm sorry I didn't." 

    Atlanta looked somewhat stricken and nibbled her lower lip as she met Shalina's gaze for a few moments, then she almost whispered, "Yes, damn it. You should have told me," and let go of my hand to hug Shalina. It was as if I wasn't there anymore, so I got up to go to the kitchen and give them a few moments. 

    I looked for some soft drinks in the fridge and found none as I sent, 

'Well, ladies, they went all girly on me, so I guess it's time for you to join the party.' 

    Sara snickered, 'They went all girly on you, huh?' 

    'Yeah. You know; a sobfest, mutual assurances, mushy whispered dialogue, all that no-boys-allowed kind of stuff.' 

    'You're kind of a putz sometimes, Ed.' 

    'Only in the strictest definition of the term, ma'am.' 

    April laughed, 'We're at the door. How about warning somebody that a couple of Protectors are about to drop in?' 

    'I guess I could do that. Yeah, okay. Stand by one.' 

    Reentering the living room made Shalina look up at me from her ongoing hug with Atlanta. I pointed at the front door and she nodded slightly, then gently parted their embrace to look at Atlanta as she spoke. 

    "They're here. It'll be all right, honey." Again looking rather disturbed, Atlanta's wide eyes locked onto the door. I stood by the door as she wiped her eyes quickly, took a deep breath, and sat up straight, then she nodded tightly and said, "Okay. I'm ready now. I think." I opened the door and ushered April and Sara into the apartment with a grand flourish, then said, "April and Sara, meet Atlanta. If you'll all tell me what you want to drink, I'll run down to the shop on the corner for refreshments, 'cuz there's nothing in the fridge." 

    The consensus ended up being an order for enough local brew to go around twice. I headed downstairs as the ladies began talking and took my time about looking around the shop, then bought ten beers and headed back to the apartment. 

Chapter Twelve

    Halfway to the apartment, I felt someone watching me and used the occasion of moving to let a nice-looking woman go by me on the narrow sidewalk to stop and look around on general principles. 

    Didn't see any watchers on the street, of course, but the feeling was strongest from the south. I focused that direction in a passing glance around me and saw two men and some observation gear in a second-floor window. Returning my gaze to the nice-looking woman, I linking to April and Sara and sent, 'We have an audience,' and let them see the guys I'd seen. Adding Shalina and Atlanta into the link, April said, 'Show us again, please.' 

    When I did, Atlanta said, 'The one on the left is an Iranian Savak agent. I don't recognize the other one.' 

    April said, 'I thought Savak mostly operated inside Iran.' 

    Atlanta replied, 'They lend people now and then,' and shuddered in a manner we could feel through the link. 'They're truly evil,' she said, 'Worse than the Syrian secret service, if that tells you anything.' 

    Yeah, it told me enough. I'd met Savak agents on a few occasions. All of them had been dark, nasty, and inherently hateful, which were probably just a few of the usual spook job requirements in most of the Islamic countries. People who governed according to Sharia law believed in harsh punishments, no explanations, and no real recourse for those governed. People who lived under Sharia law tended to look over their shoulders a lot and speak in whispers. 

    Hm. It seemed likely that they'd be just another set of pawns in the game concerning the matter of bombs in Arab cities. I noted that neither Shalina nor Atlanta suggested doing anything about them, which only reinforced my view that the Savak guys were supposed to be there. 

    The bombs. Real? Not real? Maybe somewhat real; a few in a few cities and a ruse to make the Islamic countries think they'd been blanketed with bombs? I suddenly gave even less a damn than before. Those countries were the spawning and training grounds for international terrorists. The nukes might make their people understand they were risking too much by continuing to send bombers to other countries. But there seemed to be a lot going on behind the scenes, so it was time for me to discover a real interest in the Shalina-Atlanta-bombs situation or --if possible --step out of the whole matter. The woman I'd been more or less watching turned the corner and I continued on to Shalina's --or maybe Atlanta's? --apartment. Opening and passing out the beers, I studied the Aktion woman on the couch and noted her striking resemblance to Janine Turner, a woman I'd always found very distracting. Once upon a time in the nineties they'd plunked her on a stool near some kind of vehicle and begun panning a camera toward her from a slight distance as she'd extolled the virtues of whatthehellever kind of vehicle it had been. Her warm, carefully modulated voice had slithered into my head and her eyes had been thoroughly hypnotic and to this very day I haven't the slightest idea what kind of car, truck, or golf cart might have been the supposed subject of the ad, which could well be that's why the ad wasn't on very long. Someone called my name and I came back to the present to find Atlanta giving me one of those knowing little smiles and Sara snapping her fingers as if to bring me out of a trance. Well, hell. Maybe that's what it had been. 

    "Yes'm?" 

    Thumbing at April, Sara said, "We both called your name before you answered. Where were you?" 

    "When was I, not where. I was thinking about a late-nineties car ad." Shalina snorted a laugh and asked, "The one with Janine Turner?" Nodding, I replied, "Yeah, that's the one." Laughing again, she said, "It had the same effect on me. Did you happen to see what kind of car they were selling?" 

    Shaking my head, I grinned. "Nope. All I could see was her eyes." Looking at Atlanta, I added, "Eyes just like yours, ma'am. Sorry for staring." With a small, grinning shrug, Atlanta said, "It happens." 

    "No doubt. I got lost for a few seconds there." April said, "Enough about her eyes, please. The Americans want the Israeli nukes moved out of Iraq." 

    Shrugging, I said, "They can handle that. Hell, they'd probably prefer to do it themselves anyway." 

    Shalina said, "We can't allow that." 

    Looking at her, I asked, "Reason?" 

    Meeting my gaze, she replied, "Only three of the nukes in Iraq are real. The other two are fakes. No plutonium." 

    I sighed, "You know, lady, you have an irritating habit of doling out info in little bitty pieces. First there were eighteen nukes, now there aren't 'cuz some of 'em are fakes, and next you'll probably tell me the live ones can't be so much as touched without setting them off." 

    Her gaze sharpened, but never faltered. "Exactly." 

    "Oh, of course. Knew it had to be something like that. Who really put the bombs in those cities, ma'am? And how the hell did they put them there that we can't get them out?" 

    Atlanta said, "The Aktions infiltrated several construction firms and stole a sample of Israeli plutonium for replication. They installed the bombs in building foundations. The original plan called for all but one of the bombs to be fakes, but the Aktions were able to arm over half of them and install them with modifications before they were caught." 

    April said --rather unnecessarily, I thought --"If any of them go off, isotopic evidence will implicate the Israelis and likely set off another Arab-Israeli war." 

    Sara chimed in with, "There's one other little problem, Ed; one of the bombs is in Moscow." 

    "Yeah, that figures. So... got a plan yet?" Linking to me, Sara replied, 'What comes next is for our Iranian audience,' then she sighed aloud, "Only to take one of the fakes that wasn't installed back to the lab and let them figure out how to disarm them, but that could take weeks. Or longer. From what Atlanta told us, any standard methods of trying to disarm the bombs will set them off." 

    I chuckled, "They do good work, huh? Oh, well. Couldn't expect much else from people who can build starships." 

    Recoiling slightly, Atlanta snapped, "I fail to see any humor in this situation." 

    Shrugging, I replied, "Sorry 'bout that, of course. If we've reached a point where all we can do is let someone else mess with the hardware, I'm gonna finish my beer and go." 

    In unison of a sort, if not exactly harmony, both Shalina and Atlanta yelped, "What?!" and Atlanta added, "We have a crisis here! You can't just leave!" 

    "Sure I can. The lab rats will either figure something out or not and it'll take them as long as it takes. In the meantime, I see no reason to sit here and chat in a city that may be on the 'real nuke' list. Do you?" April said, "He's got a point, Atlanta. There's nothing more we can do here for the moment and while the rest of us might survive an explosion, you wouldn't. Have you ever been to Texas?" 

    Huh? What? Texas? 

    Looking at April and thumbing at Atlanta, I said, "Scuse the hell out of me, lady, but are you trying to set me up with a houseguest who pretty clearly belongs with someone else?" 

    "Wait one," said Sara. She looked at Shalina and said in a somewhat accusing tone, "You said you hadn't made any more convertees, but there's no way you two can be so close without her having become one." 

    "Clarification, ma'am," I said, "April specifically asked her if she'd made any since she disappeared. She said 'no' and I think that's the truth, 

'cuz it seems likely to me that Atlanta was a convertee long before then." To Atlanta, I said, "Milady, you can come decorate my farm anytime you want. I just wanted Miz April, there, to consider that you two have been out of the usual Protector and convertee circles for quite a while and may not be altogether comfortable with the idea of sharing each other." 

    "What crap," said April, "You just wanted to try to look gallant while letting her know you're interested." 

    Giving her a haughty look, I replied, "Try to look gallant? Hah. I don't have to try, sweetie. My gallantry is a matter of public record. I'm internationally known for my gallantry." 

    Sara said, "And your modesty, too, don't forget." 

    "Damned right. That too." Turning to Atlanta, I said, "Anyway, if you ladies drop by, come to the barn apartment, not the house." Her eyebrow high, Atlanta asked, "The barn apartment?" 

    "Yup. Sounds worse than it is, and it's a long story, so I'll tell you about it if you get there." 

    "Uh... okay. I guess." Atlanta turned to Shalina and asked, "When do we leave?" 

    Shalina looked around the apartment and came up with, "A couple of days, I guess. And we'll have to arrange shipping." 

    I said, "Better idea. Rent a storage pod Stateside and bring it over here to fill it." 

    April chuckled, "Here's a better better idea; save your money. We can use one of the lab's transport pods and park it wherever you'll need it." She was about to say something else when the floor trembled and the building rattled gently. Even as I wondered whether someone had set off one of the bombs, Doris linked in and said, 'There's been a Richter-six earthquake in Istanbul.' 

    April said, 'Thanks, Doris,' and told Shalina and Atlanta the news. Atlanta put her beer down and stood up and Shalina joined her before she asked, "Want some help?" 

    "You're sure you're ready to go public today?" Nodding, Shalina replied, "I'm sure. I've been out of things long enough." After Atlanta retrieved her flight suit from the bedroom and I'd put mine on, Shalina led us to the corridor, up the stairs to the roof, and we launched in a high northwest arc with Atlanta on Shalina's back, clinging to her neck and shoulders. 

    The ragged coastline below us made it easy to locate the north end of the Sea of Marmara and the narrow channel linking it to the Black Sea. In Istanbul, smoke and dust swirled and drifted over the rubble in the ocean breezes. We set about searching for victims and helping crews move obstacles. Once the locals' shock --and often outrage --at seeing what appeared to be showgirls in almost-nothing uniforms had been upstaged by the ladies' abilities to move massive chunks of rubble, people got down to business and organized their efforts around them. 

    At one point perhaps four hours into our labors, I found myself excavating carefully around a big remnant of a wall that looked as if it might collapse at any moment. A small, filthy hand reached up through the hole I'd made and a woman gabbled rather hysterically for some moments before a man below the pile climbed up to translate for me. 

    "Her child is also down there." 

    "It took her all that just to say that?" 

    He glanced away from the hole to meet my gaze and replied, "There was much more, but it did not matter." 

    Atlanta was working on another pile nearby. I called to her and she hopped the hundred yards or so to my pile. 

    After explaining the situation, I asked, "If I hold this wall up, could you punch through to her?" 

    Looking below the rubble, she replied, "If you'll brace the wall up, I can dig low enough to avoid punching stone around her. Most of the rubble is on this side of the wall." 

    "You got it." 

    I flew up a few yards and put my back to the wall as she began removing large and small bits of rubble at a fairly phenomenal speed, slinging the fragments onto a nearby pile that had already been searched. The woman trapped inside the building gabbled again and my translator -who'd wisely hurried down the rubble pile to stand in the street --yelled up, 

"She is only again begging that you find her child." Turning around to brace the wall with my hands, I looked through the wall and the destruction on the other side and saw nothing that looked like a baby, but there was a cat trapped in an oddly-shaped open space where several large chunks of another wall had fallen across each other. 

    Uh, huh. Let's try something. 

    I called down, "What's the Turkish word for 'cat'?" Yup. The moment he replied, the woman began shrieking and crying again. The translator picked up on that as easily as I did and yelled questions at her, to which she yelled back her answers. He said some things that didn't sound too kind and her reaction was more hysterical than ever, so I asked him what had been said. 

    "The stupid woman asks that we save her cat. We have not time for such silly things." 

    Atlanta paused and said, "The cat's only a few feet away. No problem." I yelled down, "Tell her we can reach her cat." 

    "But it is a waste of effort!" 

    "Just tell her we can reach her cat!" 

    "I will not! We have no time for such nonsense!" Ignoring him as he blathered on, I watched as Atlanta slammed her fists into the stone wall like twin jackhammers, sending high-velocity chunks of stone flying around us. In very little time she'd created a yard-wide hole in the wall and slipped through it. There were cracking and hammering noises on the other side of the wall, then Atlanta reappeared, dragging the woman through the hole. 

    "She doesn't appear seriously injured," said Atlanta, laying the woman on the rubble for the rescue crew that was coming up the pile. Saying, "Back in a moment," she went back through the hole and returned a few moments later with a cat that looked as if it might be about half-Siamese. Atlanta hopped off the rubble pile to land near the crowd below and I checked the base of the wall. It wouldn't stand on its own after Atlanta's digging. No way. Might as well give the natives a show they'd remember. Releasing the wall, I dropped to the top of the rubble heap and the wall waited only seconds before toppling toward me. I flew upward and bored completely through the wall at a spot central to four windows, then hovered to watch the wall disintegrate on impact with the rubble pile. As the dust rose and debris settled, the crowd was mostly silent as it collectively stared at the man hovering above the rubble of the apartment building. I floated down to join Atlanta, who still held the cat as the injured woman was loaded into an ambulance. 

    The cat was freaking out, of course, struggling to free itself from Atlanta's arms. I reached to touch the cat and fed it all the happy contentedness Stephie generated when she dozed on my chest. The cat's eyes locked on mine for a time, and a few moments was all it took to give the cat a breather from all that had happened and continued to happen. 

    "Damn!" whispered Atlanta, "I'm feeling all warm and fuzzy and happy all of a sudden! What are you doing, Ed?" 

    "Just making the poor little kitty feel a little better, ma'am. Letting it know things'll be okay." 

    Another woman who seemed rather upset and had trailed the gurney to the ambulance looked pretty forlorn as she watched the vehicle drive away, then she turned to look at Atlanta. After another glance at the ambulance, she approached us and said something as she reached for the cat. The translator said, "She said she is the woman's sister. She wants to take the cat." 

    I kept the good vibes flowing as we transferred the cat into her arms and her eyes flew open as the vibes flowed into her, as well. She looked up at Atlanta and me and tears began to form in her eyes. I couldn't see her smile through her veil, but I could feel it in her reflection of the cat's responses. 

    She said something, nodded in an abbreviated little bow, and hurried away with the cat. As we followed some guy in a hardhat to another rubble pile, Atlanta cleared her throat, then spoke softly. 

    "That's an interesting gift, Ed. How does it work?" 

    "In this case, I just gathered up all the good feelings another cat shared with me and fed them into that one." 

    She chuckled, "You make it sound simple." 

    I shrugged. "It is simple." Reaching to touch her hand, I sent more of Stephie's vibes into Atlanta. 

    She moaned softly, then sighed, "Ohhh, that was nice. Too bad we can't find a way to get that feeling out to the whole world, especially this part of it." 

    By that time we'd reached the next pile in need of being searched. We got to work moving the big stuff as the rescue crews attacked the smaller stuff and soon found several more people alive and dead in the wreckage. That's how it was for the next two days, then some brasshole military officer showed up around six in the evening with a few officious-looking civilians in tow. A spokesman for the group thanked us for our efforts, then demanded to see our papers. 

    I thought about how to answer that and settled for, "We don't have

'papers' with us, but we dropped everything to come here and rescue people. Is there really a problem?" 

    When they showed a bit of outrage at the fact that we hadn't entered the country in an accepted manner with official permission to do so, I ignored the whole bunch of them as I linked to April and Sara and found they'd also been approached by similar groups of people. 

    Shalina joined Sara's link as I said, 'Guess the party's over. April, you're the one who'll catch praise or hell for whatever we do here, so it's up to you whether we stay or go.' 

    'Back to the States,' she replied, 'Just lift out of here and leave them to their own devices.' 

    Atlanta said, 'But... there are still people in...' 

    Shalina interrupted, 'Yes, there are, but we'll be used to create an international incident if we don't leave. I've been here before a few times. April's right; it's time to go.' 

    I held out my arms and Atlanta stepped into my embrace, then I lifted as she hissed aloud as well as through the link, 'Those ungrateful bastards!' 

    Sara said, 'Just the bureaucrats and America-haters. A hell of a lot of other people were pretty happy to see us during the last couple of days.' 

    Somewhere high above the coastline, Shalina pulled alongside me and Atlanta transferred to her, then we began a descent toward Israel a few minutes later. 

    My street clothes were wrecked and filthy from pawing through busted buildings and --not for the first time --I considered having someone at the labs come up with some flight and work uniforms that would take the punishment. 

    Nah. They'd come up with some kind of Starfleet-looking outfit like the one they'd barfed up for that convertee from Maine. He'd looked like a damned movie extra. 

    Hm. On the other hand, they'd be flyable, tough, free, and I could probably dictate at least some of the details. Might sketch a few ideas later. Couldn't hurt. 

    We landed on the roof of Shalina's building and headed downstairs without encountering anyone. When we entered the apartment, Shalina told me to have a look in a grey Samsonite suitcase under the bed. The suitcase was full of men's clothing and I looked up at Shalina as I lifted out a khaki shirt. Without offering any explanation, she simply said, "See if any of that stuff will fit you. He was about your size." 

    I checked sizes and found a pair of jeans that looked right, then took a minute to quickly check the rest of the bag. There were toilet articles in a zippered bag, a traveler's alarm clock, and a black wallet. Was this someone's old jump kit? 

    Skinning out of my damaged clothes in the bathroom, I took a quick shower to remove caked-on dirt and put on the jeans and shirt I'd found in the bag. They both fit well enough and I stepped out of the bathroom with my old clothes. 

    Shalina told me to just toss them in the trash, but to me such leavings constitute evidence. I wasn't sure what they'd mean to someone rooting through her trash, but I was fairly certain that I didn't want to leave them there. Instead, I excused myself, went to the roof, stood well out of sight between the air conditioner sumps, and held the old clothes in front of me as I focused on and incinerated them, letting the ashes tumble away in the ocean breezes. 

    Scanning nearby buildings, I didn't see any indication that I'd been watched as I'd burned my old clothes. The Iranians were intently focused on Shalina's apartment, as before. 

    By the time I returned to the apartment, all the ladies had cleaned up and put on street clothes. Atlanta put a cold beer in my hand, plucked at my shirt, and said, "A friend left that suitcase with me ten years ago. I haven't seen him since." 

    "Only ten years?" Sara put in brightly, "Ed, she's updated your wardrobe!" 

    "Funny lady. Was he a spook?" 

    "Yes," replied Atlanta, "His name was Samuel." Nodding, I replied, "Thanks. My clothes were kind of ratty after all that digging." 

    Sara started to say something else, saw my expression and stifled her words, and then sat down next to Shalina. We all talked about our views concerning the general situation of the world for a time before April said she and Sara needed to get back to the labs. 

    Shalina glanced at Atlanta, then said, "We'll go back to the States with you. I want Atlanta to see Ed's farm before she commits to staying there. We might prefer another apartment." 

    Apparently hearing her own words, she quickly turned to me and said, "No offense, please, Ed! I'm only thinking that... well, we might need a place of our own, you know?" 

    Taking a sip of beer and letting out an exaggerated sigh, I said, "Too late. My feelings have been stomped flat. Busted all to hell. Squashed and splattered. I may never recover." 

    Realizing she was being teased, Shalina chirped, "Oh. Well, just do the best you can, then," and stood up. "Shall we go?" 
Chapter Thirteen

    Atlanta called a halt and skinned out of her shiny flight suit about ten miles above Texas. I wondered why, but saw no reason not to do the same, so as she neatly folded hers and put it in her purse, I stuck mine in a back pocket and let myself plummet toward Earth. 

    Stephie seemed to know when I was in the area. I saw her come running out of the barn and landed in the driveway as she yelled her greetings and pranced back and forth in front of me. Picking her up, I headed for the barn apartment and a shower as I felt presences approaching from above. Looking up, I saw only Shalina and Atlanta descending. They landed near me and Atlanta grinningly came to let Stephie sniff her hand. Stephie did so, then yelled her usual, "Yahhh!" and Atlanta looked at me with a grin. 

    "What do you think that meant?" 

    I chuckled, "It means you should pet the kitty." 

    "This is Stephie? The source of those feelings?" 

    "Yup." 

    She laughed softly and ruffled Stephie's chin as she said, "Nice kitty, Stephie." 

    Shalina also petted Stephie as she said, "Atlanta told me about the cat in Istanbul. Would you show me what you did?" 

    "Sure. Touch my hand." 

    When she did so, Atlanta's other hand quickly rose to rest on hers, then I sent Stephie's collective good vibes into them as well as Stephie, who instantly generated return vibes that I collected and added to the pile. Atlanta sighed happily and chuckled, "Oh, God, I think I'm melting! Why's it so much stronger this time?" 

    "Got the source right here. I just set up a loop to freshen the sensations by adding in her return feed." 

    After a few moments of reveling in Stephie's empathic feed, Shalina removed her hand from ours and said, "Ed, you said Atlanta could stay here for a while. How long is a while?" 

    As Atlanta also removed her hand, I started us toward the barn and chuckled, "Until she's tired of the place or we're tired of her, which seems unlikely. You can put her storage pod on the west side of the barn if you want. There's a concrete slab where people used to work on farm equipment." Under Stephie's noisy supervision, we installed Atlanta in the spare bedroom after we moved a few things out of it. Brenda showed up in the middle of things and knocked as she entered the open front door and said, "Hello, all. Shalina, I hope I'm not interrupting anything, but I've brought a copy of the repair receipts and your change." 

    Shaking her head as Brenda held forth an envelope, Shalina said, "No. I told you to keep it." 

    "Uhm... But it's almost four thousand dollars." 

    "It's your four thousand now. Call it my apology." Brenda stared at the envelope for a moment, then shrugged and stuck out her other hand as she said, "Okay, then. Apology very gratefully accepted. Thank you." 

    "Brenda," I said, "This is Atlanta. She'll be bunking here for a while." Turning to April and Shalina, I said, "And not that I mind at all, but I'm kind of wondering why she won't be bunking in the lab." April replied, "I have reservations about introducing our lab people and military liaisons to an unknown --and converted --Aktion beta, Ed. They know Sara and me, but only a very few have ever even heard of Shalina and I don't expect all of them to automatically accept the idea." 

    "Well, 'scuse me, but I was under the impression that you and Sara run that show. If you bring a newbie aboard the boat, the crew is supposed to salute and cooperate, right?" 

    "If we were strictly military, that might be the direction I'd take, but we aren't. In order to assure future funding and facilities under current programs, I have to answer to various people here on Earth for our actions, Ed. You know that." 

    "Hm. Better you than me, ma'am. How long do you think she may have to hide out here?" 

    Shalina chuckled, "She isn't 'hiding out', Ed. We just want some time to prepare her... resume... for those who'll want to see one." 

    "Uh, huh." Turning to Atlanta, I stage-whispered, "Official word is that you aren't 'hiding out', ma'am. No biggie; you just can't be seen at the labs, that's all. And you probably shouldn't wear your 'I'm an Aktion' t-shirt in public, either." 

    She snorted a chuckle and whispered back, "No problem; I didn't bring it." Brenda snickered and asked, "Are you sure you all want to discuss this in front of me?" 

    April asked, "Have you become a spy recently?" Shaking her head, Brenda laughed, "I couldn't pass the written tests." As an aside to Shalina, she added, "They were in code, you know." 

    "Oh, you poor thing! How unfair!" 

    "Yes, indeed," agreed April, "No, Brenda, I'm not worried about discussing this in front of you; we've known you since... well, as long as we've known Ed, and all of this will become more or less public as soon as I've softened some people up for Atlanta's debut." 

    "Kewl!" I said to Atlanta, "You'll be a debutante! We'll have to get you a hoop skirt and rent a fancy staircase someplace." 

    With a wry grin and a mock southern accent, she replied, "Oh, save your money, sir. I'll just wear my little black dress." 

    Matching her accent, I replied, "Great idea, ma'am! With your legs, you'll look even better coming down the stairs. You'll stun 'em with your grace and poise and stuff like that." 

    Her eyebrow arched. "Stuff like that?" 

    "Yeah." In a confidential tone, I added, "I was faking it. I don't really know all that much about debutantes." 

    Giving me a carefully manufactured look of vast surprise, she replied, 

"Well, I'd never have guessed that." 

    "Aw, now you're just being kind, ma'am." 

    Laying a reassuring hand on my arm and trying to look sincere around a grin, she gushed, "Oh, no! Really!" 

    "Enough, please," said April, "It's beginning to sound like a scene from

'Bus Stop' in here." 

    Brenda giggled and said she had some things to get back to, made her goodbyes and thanked Shalina again, and left. I turned to Atlanta and asked when she'd want to get her stuff. 

    "That's up to April," she replied, "Is there anything else I have to do here?" 

    "No. Just lay low for a few days until we think some people are ready to meet you." 

    Looking at me, Atlanta said, "Well, then, we'll be on Texas time for a while and that means we have most of a day to do over again. Any ideas?" I noticed Atlanta's unusually blithe manner and happened to be standing where I could only barely see Shalina's sudden and sharp glance in my direction out of the corner of my eye. 

    Oh, well. It wasn't my style to bullshit around with games and euphemisms. I shrugged. 

    "All the usual tourist traps if you want to stick around here. If not, pick a direction." 

    "What would you do if I weren't here?" 

    "Cruise around town looking for trouble." 

    She blinked at me and April snickered, "He helps the cops." Atlanta looked enlightened. "Oh. Yes." She canted her head slightly and said, "You have yet to ask about my post-conversion capabilities, Ed. Why's that?" 

    "Didn't need to know." 

    With a glance at Shalina, Atlanta replied, "You aren't even a little curious?" 

    "Only about how fast you can fly, I guess." She blinked at me again, then looked at Shalina who shook her head slightly. Turning back to me, she peered at me. 

    "What makes you think I can fly?" 

    "A total lack of trepidation about being carried by someone other than Shalina." 

    "That's it? That's all?" 

    "No. It didn't bother you in the least to swap from me to her twenty miles up at Mach 3, either." 

    Assuming a somewhat arch expression, Atlanta said firmly, "I have absolute faith in Shalina." 

    "Uh, huh. I'm sure you do, but a non-flier would have let me hand her to Shalina or waited for Shalina to come take her out my arms. You just reached out and swung yourself aboard. Quick, small motions and no in-flight instability at all." 

    When I turned to go to the kitchen to make some coffee, Sara asked, "Well? 

Can you fly?" and Atlanta replied, "Yes, but it really bugs me that he figured it out when nobody else did." 

    April asked, "Why was it a secret?" 

    "Well, it wasn't, really. I just haven't had a reason to fly on my own because I couldn't have kept up with everybody. I can only go a little over fourteen hundred." There was a pause, then she added, "Uh... kilometers per hour, not miles." 

    "Not bad," I commented as I assembled the pot, "Around nine hundred miles per hour. Coffee in about five minutes." 

    After setting a bit of milk in a bowl for Stephie, I made a fresh mug of instant coffee for myself and rejoined the ladies. 

    Atlanta's eyebrow went up. "You made a pot of coffee, but you're drinking that instant stuff?" 

    "Wow. Nothing gets past you, ma'am." 

    Sara cackled softly and said, "Shalina, let's go get that storage pod. Leave us some coffee, guys." 

    April said she needed to check in at the lab and left with them. Atlanta took a long look around the apartment and her eyes settled on me. 

    "Are we going to get along, Ed?" 

    I shrugged. "Yeah, prob'ly. I'm not too demanding." She gave that a few moments of thought and was about to say something when Doris sent a link request. 

    I held up a hand and answered Doris both aloud and through a link with, 

'Yes'm?' 

    'Ed, there's a silver Ford Escort heading west on the southside I-20 loop. In it are a woman and two kids. The driver escaped custody with a cop's gun and carjacked her. He's Jack Plattner and he has a long and violent record.' 

    'Okay. I'll look for a silver car followed by a herd of cops. Are we interested in taking him alive?' 

    'Don't even joke. You know how the media would react.' 

    I sighed, 'Yeah, yeah. Okay. On my way.' 

    We dropped the link and I guzzled the rest of my coffee, then said, "Duty calls." 

    Atlanta asked, "May I come with you?" 

    Setting my cup on the kitchen table and picking up Stephie, I said, "Sure. Just stay clear of cameras." 

    Stephie objected to being put outside, of course, and I gave her a few last pats before setting her down, then launched toward the Dallas loop at about two hundred miles an hour. 

    Atlanta pulled alongside me and yelled, "Why are we flying so slowly? 

Isn't this an emergency?" 

    "We don't want to get there naked, do we? Besides, if the guy gets off the loop, Doris'll give me directions." 

    It didn't take long to find half a dozen cop cars trailing a silver sedan that was doing about sixty. The cop cars had all lanes behind the sedan blocked, of course, so the silver sedan pretty much had the road to itself at that speed. 

    A police helicopter hovered more or less above the cop cars and a news helicopter was beating its way through the sky toward the action. I took a position somewhat behind and well above and to the south of the cop chopper. Hm. The guy had to know he was cooked no matter how things went down. If the car stopped, the cops would keep a distance and hope he'd try to run, preferably without harming any of the passengers or taking any with him. If the guy panicked or got the idea he might be able to lose the cops, he could become a high-speed road hazard. After telling Atlanta to stay a hundred yards or so above the car, I dropped down to hover above the roof and have a look inside. 

    Yup. A woman and two kids, as advertised. The woman was in the passenger seat and the kids were in the back seat. The driver looked pretty frustrated and agitated and his passengers looked terrified. 

    With the cop's gun in his right hand, the guy steered the car with his left and tried to pick up a bottle of water on the seat near the woman. She cringed away from him, raising her left arm as if to ward him off, and I saw a big, livid bruise forming on her forearm. 

    As the guy fussed with the bottle's cap, one of the kids glanced up and saw me. Her eyes got big and her mouth fell open. I waved and smiled and held a finger to my lips for silence. She nudged her brother and he joined her in staring up through the back window, but both kept quiet. Hm. Ford Escort. When you open the door, the seat belt moves forward on a track, not that it really mattered for what I had in mind. Dropping down beside the car, I quickly opened the driver's door and grabbed the guy's left arm. The shocked look on his face was priceless. 

    He screamed as I hauled him out of the car and heaved him away from it. His gun went skittering across several empty traffic lanes as I slipped into the driver's seat to stop the car. 

    Turning off the engine, I got out and let the cops see me wave the keys, then I dropped them on the trunk of the Ford before I went looking for the gun at the shoulder of the road. 

    Doris linked in with, 'I've been watching a video feed from the police chopper. How are Mrs. Peak and her kids?' 

    'She has a bruise on her arm. The kids seem fine.' 

    'What about Plattner?' 

    'No idea, but he's prob'ly kinda broken up about the way things have turned out.' 

    She snapped, 'Not funny, Ed,' but I could feel her wry grin through our link. 

    'Yes'm. I'm gonna help them find the gun, then split. Care to join me at the cop shop later?' 

    She replied, 'Okay. I'll clear it with Harvey,' then she dropped the link. After a few moments of flitting around above the grass, I spotted the gun and hovered above it as a few cops headed in my direction. Following my pointing hand, they spotted the gun. One of them dropped a numbered marker, one took pictures, and one of them yelled as I started to fly toward the cop cars. 

    "Hey! You can't leave!" 

    "Relax. I'm not leaving." 

    I watched a cop turn an evidence bag inside out around his hand, pick up the gun with the bag hand, and turn the bag rightside-out around the gun. Not gonna dump the ammo? Oh, well. Glocks have pretty good safeties. A guy in a suit flashed a badge at me as he approached and said his name, then he said I needed to make a statement. 

    "Okay," I said, "You have the bad guy, nobody who matters a damn got hurt, and I'm going home." 

    "Not until we get a signed deposition." 

    "I'll drop by the station later. You guys have enough to do out here and the liaison knows where to find me." 

    "You mean Doris?" 

    "Yup. She called me. Check with Detective Harvey." He looked somewhat torn for a moment, then held up a hand and said, "Hang on while I call in." 

    After a brief chat with someone, he sighed and nodded as if whomever was on the other end could see him. His side of the conversation's closure went, 

"Okay. Yeah. I just don't like letting anyone go until we have all the details squared away, Frank. Yeah, I know. Okay." 

    Snapping the phone shut, he looked up at me and said, "Okay, you're clear. But they're expecting you downtown." 

    Heading straight up, I passed Atlanta and she followed me until I stopped at about two miles, where I told her I had to drop by the office sometime that day. 

    "That's all?" she asked, "I can't believe they let you go." 

    "It's all on tape." 

    She seemed baffled. "But still..." 

    "Okay... another way, then; the honchos know me. That's why they keep red tape to an absolute minimum. They know I'd rather pass up an opportunity to be helpful than spend my time dealing with lawyers and bureaucrats." Atlanta eyed me briefly, then asked, "You're saying you wouldn't have done anything this time if you'd had to deal with the system?" I grinned. "No. I'll just say that my help would have been very anonymous, absolutely unprovable, and might even have damaged the car a little." Looking less than enlightened, Atlanta canted her head and said, "There are people who will think you were unnecessarily rough with the driver." 

    "He's a career violent felon and somebody's always unhappy about something. Fuck 'em. I'm going downtown now and get it out of the way. See you back at the farm." 

    She nodded and headed toward Mesquite as I aimed for Dallas and let Doris know I was on my way. She met me at Harvey's office and my paperwork took all of fifteen minutes. 

    "There may be some legal repercussions," said Harvey, "Mostly because of the way you yanked Plattner out of the car while it was moving." 

    "Everything I use belongs to someone else and I can move to another country if they manage to win a lawsuit. They'll never get a dime." Harvey chuckled, then sat back in his chair as he said, "You haven't asked about Plattner. Not once; not even to ask whether he's alive or dead." I shrugged. "You're right. I haven't." 

    "Well, he's alive, so I don't have to charge you with anything because of him." 

    The way he ended the sentence made me feel he might have been about to add the word 'yet'. I suddenly tired of being involved with the case and stood up. 

    "Detective Harvey, tell anyone who should know that if there are any legal repercussions, I'll be more than a little reluctant to answer the next call unless the city of Dallas can offer me excellent legal protection as part of a consulting contract. None of the other emergency service personnel work independently or for free. Why should I?" 

    Plucking at my shirt, I said, "See this? Army-issue, 1968. Got a duffle bag full of them, but I'll run out sooner or later, so I'm going to want some kind of a city-issue uniform. Something really tough, so it won't burn off or rip easily." 

    Tossing Doris a mock salute, I said, "Bye, ma'am. You know where to find me." 

    To Harvey, I said, "Let her know if anything comes up. See you later," and headed for the door. Leaving by a window might have been more dramatic, but they stopped installing windows that open when they started air-conditioning buildings. 

    When I got close to the farm, I saw the storage pod by the barn; it was essentially half a standard cargo container like you see being loaded on ships and trucks. I circled it once and saw that there were lugs on each end that could be used either as a means of linking containers or as gripping points for cranes. 

    Afternoon and evening passed with no sign of Atlanta, nor had she returned by the time I climbed into bed, trusting that she wouldn't show up at three in the morning. I could have asked April or Sara about her, but it seemed likely that they'd have let me know if anything had gone wrong. 
Chapter Fourteen

    Sara's second or third link request woke me. I checked the bedside clock as I answered her. Seven? Why the hell was she waking me up at seven? 

    I asked her that and she replied, 'You're going to Israel. We're introducing Shalina to some people today and we'd prefer to have Atlanta completely moved --with official witnesses --by later tonight. You'll take the pod there and let her fill it after she explains things to the local officials.' 

    Uh, huh. Seen this trick before. 

    'So you're essentially making her do the work of taking herself public in an acceptable manner. It also means you've already secured a visa Stateside. That's fast work, ma'am.' 

    'We do have friends in the government, sir.' 

    'Do the Israelis know a big metal box is about to come flying at them?' 

    'Not yet. We want this to look more or less spontaneous.' 

    'And if their response to our spontaneity includes anti-aircraft missiles, can Atlanta survive them?' 

    'It won't come to that, but if you get worried, you can have her follow you in at a distance.' 

    I let her hear my sigh as I rolled out of bed and said, 'Next time start the games at nine, okay? I like my sleep.' 

    'Sure. I'll send out a memo immediately. Atlanta will be there in about fifteen, I think. Bye!' 

    Blah. Hate mornings. I put some milk down for Stephie before I made some coffee, then I prepped for the day and went outside to look at the storage pod. The lugs would come in handy; something to push against at one end and something to take the brunt of speed at the other. 

    A presence above made me look up and I saw Atlanta descending toward me with something shiny in her arms. Stopping just above the storage pod, she flapped open what looked like a big tarp and let it settle over the pod. 

    "It's a wrapper," she said, "It's made of the same stuff as our flight suits. We had to go to Oklahoma City to get one." 

    I went into the apartment for my passport and flight suit, then returned to lift the pod. After Atlanta tucked and zippered the cover into place, I launched in a high arc in the direction of Israel as she flew alongside and kept an eye on the cover. 

    Boosting my speed gradually, I watched Atlanta to see when she'd begin having trouble keeping up with me. As we neared the sound barrier, a faint nimbus appeared at the leading corner of the pod. 

    Atlanta buzzed around the pod as if worried that something might come loose, but nothing so much as flapped in the breeze. The material of the cover pulled tight due to heat and seemed to become a second skin on the pod. At low speeds and at high altitudes in order to gather direct sunlight, a convertee who could fly might be able to circle the globe indefinitely, but we were already flying at close to Atlanta's maximum stated speed. I pushed a bit harder and she began to fall behind, so I slowed until she was able to maintain a position alongside me. 

    Leaning in close, she yelled, "Why are we hurrying?" 

    "We aren't," I yelled back, "Touch my hand." 

    "What?" 

    "Touch my hand." 

    With a puzzled look, she did so. I sent the sort of link I'd usually send to one of the other ladies and asked, "Can you hear me?" Atlanta's eyes got big, but she didn't seem able to understand the words in the connection. I tried again with a bit more 'oomph' in the sending and she recoiled as if shocked, which took some of her body outside the relatively calm zone behind the pod. She ended up flailing and falling behind, so I slowed down a bit to let her catch up again. 

    As she again pulled alongside me, I yelled, "Just trying to link up with you. Couldn't do it. How long can you keep up?" 

    "Not much longer," she yelled back, "Maybe another fifteen or twenty minutes, I think." 

    Keeping my right hand on the pod, I used my left hand to point over my shoulder and yelled, "Get on and we'll make better time." She did so, wrapping her arms around my neck and shoulders and plastering herself to me. I boosted speed until we passed Mach 2 and the pod began to make odd noises, so I backed off until it stopped fighting me. When we were over the Mediterranean Sea, I slowed to less than Mach 1 and dropped to about a thousand feet above sea level to make our approach to land at what I knew to be largely empty beachfront backed by open desert. As expected, a couple of jet fighters fell into position on each side of us as two more kept pace above us. 

    Atlanta slipped off my back and flew alongside the pod, smiling and waving at the planes. She rejoined me as we neared shore to let me know there were a couple of helicopters ahead. I told her to move ahead and land on the beach. Switching from pushing the pod to carrying it by flying underneath it, I came to a stop well above the water line and set the pod down as the jets orbited our position and one of the helicopters approached. Linking to Doris as Atlanta and I removed the pod's cover, I told her where we were and asked if she couldn't maybe let someone know we had clearance to be there. 

    'But you don't,' she sent back with a chuckle, 'Not yet, anyway. I'll see what I can do to speed things up, Ed.' 

    "Thanks, milady." 

    I said nothing to Atlanta about the link as we took off our flight suits and prepared for company. The chopper landed some distance away and armed men approached us as we opened the pod's doors to show them it was empty. The group of soldiers split to surround us as some of them investigated the pod. Atlanta rattled off some Hebrew faster than I could understand and one of the men with collar brass replied, then she showed him her passport and they spoke some more. I leaned on the pod to watch as their chatter turned somewhat intense. 

    Another guy with brass approached me and tried a few languages on me. I shook my head until he paused. 

    "Nope. None of those. Try a few thousand miles west." 

    "You are American?" 

    "Yup." Thumbing at Atlanta, I said, "We're here to move her stuff to the States." 

    "Her... stuff?" 

    "Yeah. Apartment furniture. Clothes. Things like that. She's moving to Texas." 

    He discussed the matter with some of the others for a few moments, then asked, "You have papers?" 

    I fished out my passport and handed it to him. A nearby radio squawked and one of the brass hats was called over to it to chat for a bit, then he returned to the group and asked where we'd planned to put the pod while we loaded it. 

    Good question. The building's roof wasn't up to the weight and I hadn't seen any empty lots near the apartment. 

    Looking at Atlanta, I asked, "Yeah, where? You have a day's worth of packing and we have to leave it where we can fill it." 

    "On the beach," she replied, "If they'll let us. Or in the pay parking lot by the hotel. We'll figure something out." 

    A radio conversation of some sort had continued as we'd chatted. One of the guys wearing brass suddenly looked as if he might salute the radio and almost stammered a reply. He listened intently for another moment, then turned his staring gaze at me and made a reply that sounded like a typical military

"Yes, sir!" with a few extra words. 

    He strode quickly over to the officer in front of me and they had a hurried, whispered conference some paces away. I could hear them, but understood very little of their rapid-fire Hebrew other than the name 'Yasha'. That got my attention. I'd only ever known one 'Yasha' and that had been in 1973. He'd be in his... what? His seventies by now? Older? 

    The younger officer used his cell phone to take a picture of me, sent it to someone, and we waited for a reply all of five seconds or so. From his phone came some Hebrew that caused the officer to hand me the phone, then came, "Ed? Is this really you?" 

    The voice was older, but it was the same voice that had sent sandbags to our kibbutz and issued me a rifle in town. 

    I replied, "Yes, Yasha. Haven't they let you retire yet?" He laughed drily, "As often as they call me, sometimes I wonder if I haven't simply taken a cut in pay. Forgive me, please, but I've been asked to make a positive identification before they allow you to proceed from the beach. I can think of only one way to do this. Do you still have your bear's tooth?" 

    "Yes, I do." 

    "Would you describe it, please?" 

    "It's a one-inch replica of a Roman Gladius sword made of stainless steel from a downed Arab jet. You gave everybody else Stars of David made from the same jet." 

    "Thank you. A moment, please." 

    A few moments passed before the senior officer's phone chirped. He answered it and stepped away from us as Yasha asked, "Ed, do you think you could spare an old man a visit?" 

    "Sure! Where are you?" 

    He named a street address in Tel Aviv. I wrote it down as he asked how soon I might be able to get free. 

    "Well," I replied, "The lady doesn't really need my help to pack her stuff and we aren't in any hurry. I'll come see you as soon as these guys let me go." 

    'The lady' gave me a raised eyebrow and a fisheye look as the senior officer walked back to our group, handed me my passport, and said, "You may leave whenever you wish, sir." 

    "Thanks. Yasha, you heard?" 

    "Yes, Ed. Oh, and please use the front door, yes?" 

    "Will do, Yasha. I'll need to see if they'll let us move the storage pod before I get underway. Bye." 

    "Okay. Shalom." He disconnected and Atlanta asked, "You have friends here?" 

    I shrugged. "Apparently so. I didn't know he was still alive. He was in his late forties when I met him back in '73." 

    "Who is he? Or rather, what is he?" 

    "He was a management type in the Mossad way back when. No idea what he's up to these days, but apparently he isn't completely forgotten around the office." 

    Some moments later, an officer returned Atlanta's passport and told us we could proceed. I picked up the storage pod and followed Atlanta until she gestured downward at a parking lot, then dropped out of the sky to land by the lot's gate. 

    The attendant's eyes got big as I landed with the pod, but he managed to take Atlanta's money for two parking spaces and give her tickets that would usually go on a dashboard. He came out to indicate which two back-to-back spaces and I set the pod down between the lines, then lifted a hundred feet to wait for Atlanta. 

    When she joined me, she said, "It's almost four here. I'll buy some boxes and get started, but if you see any empty boxes on your way back from visiting your friend, bring them." 

    Saluting smartly, I replied, "Yes, ma'am, ma'am. Boxes if I see any. Um... But why not just buy some extras?" 

    "Because I don't know how many I'll need and I have limited funds. Not everyone here takes plastic." 

    I fished fifty bucks out of my pocket and asked, "Will that buy enough boxes?" 

    Raising her hands protestingly, she shook her head. "I can't take your money." 

    Capturing one of her hands, I closed it around the money and said, "Call it a loan to expedite matters. Just get me a receipt to turn in," then I got underway to go visit Yasha. 

    Linking to the ladies, I told them where I was going and gave them an update including events at the beach. Doris was slow to reply, and when she did, it was in a terse manner. 

    'Confirmed,' she said, 'Yasha Horowitz appears to live at that address. It seems to be a government-owned condo and there's a clinic on the ground floor. Ed, be careful.' 

    'As always. Old times' sake only goes so far.' 

    'What does that mean?' 

    'It means that however helpful Yasha may have been toward me and a kibbutz in '73, I won't forget that a different crowd with different goals is running the show today.' 

    After a moment, Doris replied, 'Yeah. Okay,' and let me see what she was looking at as I descended toward Tel Aviv. It was a fairly standard street map on a computer screen. She pointed at a red dot a couple of miles from downtown and asked, 'Want a satellite view of the building?' 

    I let her see the building a thousand feet directly below me and replied, 

'I'm already there. Thanks anyway.' 

    The ladies dropped their links as I circled the building looking for anything unusual. Nothing stood out, so I settled to the sidewalk in front of the lobby and tried the door. Locked. 

    A woman in a booth in a corner of the lobby leaned to speak to a microphone and her voice from a speaker box on the wall asked, "Have you an appointment, sir?" in Hebrew. 

    "Yes." 

    A man entered the booth and said something to her. She nodded and the door in front of me buzzed. I pulled the door open and entered the lobby as the man left the booth and came toward me, his hand extended for a shake. 

    "Welcome!" he enthused, "I have many times heard the story of your sandbags! Very entertaining! May I please see your passport, sir?" Hm. Well, his English was still a damned sight better than my Hebrew. I shook his hand and showed him my passport and he led me to an elevator in a hallway beyond the woman's booth, where a uniformed guard stopped us, eyeing my backpack in a meaningful manner. 

    "My apologies, of course," said my escort, "But he's quite correct. All bags must be examined." 

    His regretful politeness was an act, of course. I shrugged the pack off my shoulder and handed it to the guard, who opened it and briefly pawed through it, then handed it back. 

    The elevator was just an elevator, though it seemed to feel odd as it ascended. Extra weight? I adjusted my vision and saw armor plating on the outsides of the walls, ceiling, and floor. The guy activated the elevator with a key. 

    At the third floor the indicator light came on, but the elevator stopped well after I thought it should have. Glancing down through the floor as the doors opened, I saw an elevator entrance below us marked '3'. Looking up, I saw that the one above us was marked '4'. Cute. An unmarked floor. We left the elevator and turned left down a corridor and I wondered why they hadn't simply arranged for Yasha to meet me on one of the usual floors. Then I noticed the smell of the place; it smelled like every hospital I'd ever been in. 

    As if to reinforce my hunch, a woman in a nurse's uniform came out of a room ahead of us. Ah, hell. That probably meant Yasha was in no condition to meet me on some other floor. 

    My escort tapped on a door on our left and a voice I recognized told us to come in even as a nurse opened the door and held it for us. The old man in the bed pushed a button on a device in his hand and his bed tilted him upward. He put the gadget down and held out his hand as he said, "It has been a long, long time, my friend. It is good to see you again." 

    "It's good to see you, too, Yasha. Why are you in here?" He made a dismissive gesture and said, "Cancer. I would prefer not to discuss it, since discussion will accomplish nothing." To my escort, he nodded and said, "David, you may reassure them now." 

    My escort said, "Very good, sir. I'll wait outside," and headed for the door. Once he was outside, Yasha said, "They had your fingerprints and pictures and even so wanted me to make a positive identification." I shrugged. "Records can be faked. You knew me, they didn't. No problem." 

    "They say you are one of the ubers now; that you can fly and more." Lifting myself off the floor to hover by the bed, I pretended to sit down in mid-air and replied, "Yup. One of the superblondes liked me enough to sign me up." 

    He studied me for a time, then said, "They also say we face a much greater threat than the Arabs. Is this true?" 

    "Not at the moment. It's a clandestine war, Yasha. Kind of like Vietnam or Africa in the seventies. Earth is the battleground and both sides are sending

'advisors'. No big invasions are scheduled that I know about." 

    "May I ask why these people are conducting their clandestine struggle here?" 

    "As I understand things, Earth is the motherworld for both sides. People were taken by aliens centuries ago for genetic conversion experiments. When the program ended a few centuries later, they were resettled on some planet out there and things were fine for a while, but then there was a civil war and a bunch of them moved to another world." 

    Yasha made no reply, so I continued, "I'm boiling it down a lot, here, but... apparently one side thinks of Earth as some sort of ancestral holy ground and the other side regards us as a major ancestral embarrassment, much the same as some people here think of apes and evolution. The Aktions would like to see us wipe ourselves out and take every opportunity to sneak in and help us toward that end." 

    "You have... encountered... these 'Aktions'?" 

    "Oh, yeah. Several times. There are two main kinds; we call them 'alphas' 

and 'betas'. The alphas are nearly as powerful as the blondes, but they can't fly. When the Aktions tinkered with their own genetics to try to get an edge on the opposition, they screwed up. Thought they had it nailed and released a retrovirus into their population to make the changes, but the virus didn't work quite the way they'd planned. It created three main groups; the alphas and the betas and a smaller number of people we'd consider fairly normal. The alphas basically enslaved the other two groups for a century or so before there was an uprising and certain social adjustments were made. Now there are damned few normals left and the betas far outnumber the alphas and know how to kill them, so some kind of an agreement was reached, I guess." Yasha coughed lightly and seemed to be struggling to prevent further coughing. He failed. As the coughing fit took him, a nurse hurried in and literally shoved me aside to reach the bed. It wasn't until Yasha's coughing had quelled a bit that she turned and regarded me for a time. Breathing deeply twice, Yasha said something to her and she returned her attention to him, pouring him a glass of water as she flicked open a plastic box. He received a pill with his water, then she put the glass back on the small table. 

    To me, she said firmly, "Do not excite him, please," then she left the room. 

    I watched her go, then leaned to say confidentially, "Wow, dude! Did you see how she shoved me out of the way to get to you? You have one tough nurse there." 

    He chuckled, "Indeed so." 

    "Bet she'd raise holy hell if I offered to take you on a flying tour of the city." 

    "You may depend on it. Are you serious?" 

    "Sure, if they'll let you out of here for a while. You'll need some real clothes and a pair of shades." 

    Yasha instantly replied, "Bring David in here, please." I did so and they held a brief, intense conversation in Hebrew before David left the room with a fisheye look at me. A few minutes later two men entered the room and another brief conversation took place that sounded more like an argument. 

    Apparently Yasha won, because one of the men issued orders to the other and he hurried out of the room to return with a nurse, a pair of sunglasses, and some street clothes. I waited outside for a few minutes until they called me back in. 

    Yasha was dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed with his IV bag slung around his neck on what looked like a leather belt. They'd simply put the tongue of the buckle through the IV's hanging-hole. 

    One of the men handed Yasha a small radio and the nurse very disapprovingly insisted, "Fifteen minutes. Not one minute more is he to be out of this room. You understand?" 

    I saluted her and snapped, "Yes, ma'am, ma'am!" and Yasha chuckled as he eased himself out of bed to stand up. 
Chapter Fifteen

    I picked up Yasha and we were escorted to an emergency exit at the end of a corridor, beyond which was a fire escape. Yasha did a quick radio check and I lifted us up to a thousand feet gradually to let him adjust and pop his ears, then I began an elongated circle around Tel Aviv. 

    Yasha asked, "How long can you visit, Ed?" 

    "What do you have in mind?" 

    In a quiet, somber tone, he said, "I'd like to see Sinjil again before I die. I haven't been out of that room for almost a year." 

    "The nurse said fifteen minutes. Let me hear you get someone knowledgeable to make more time okay." 

    He nodded and spoke to someone on the radio. A brief argument ensued and Yasha finally said something that seemed to trump whatever else had been said. To whomever on the radio, he said, "Say that in English, please." Whomever said in heavily-accented English, "Yes. But no more than two hours, please. He must have medication." 

    "Two hours," I replied, "Okay. Thank you." Yasha grinned and pointed east. We zoomed around the countryside for the better part of an hour before he began coughing. I landed at a roadside fruit stand, placed Yasha in a folding chair there, and took the IV bag off his chest as he worked his way through the coughs. 

    When he was able to breathe again, he said, "Demanding two hours may have been somewhat optimistic of me. Let's go to Sinjil now, please." 

    "You got it." 

    We flew low as we followed the road north to the outskirts of Sinjil, where Yasha pointed and asked me to turn right to follow a narrow, two-lane blacktop road. A few miles later, he pointed to some grain fields ahead and asked me to land there. 

    As soon as we touched down, he took a clear plastic pill bottle out of his jacket pocket and knelt with my help to scoop some of the soil into the bottle, which he then put back in his pocket before he plunged both hands into the soil. 

    I lifted the IV bag off him and held it as he rocked back and forth slightly and took a few deep breaths, then lifted a double-handful of the dirt and whispered, "Land of my childhood." 

    There were tears in his eyes. I fished one of my paper towel hankys out of my back pocket and waited as he began speaking softly in Hebrew. Some minutes later, he let the soil trickle from his hands and patted it back into place. A car approached and stopped on the shoulder of the road near us. Two men and a woman got out. One of the men was armed with a Galil rifle, though he didn't aim it at us. 

    Yasha grasped my forearm and used it to steady himself as he stood up and took the hanky to wipe his face. Greetings were exchanged at a distance, then the woman ran forward through the field and chattered in rapid Hebrew as she embraced Yasha. The two men waited some distance away until she called them over and introduced them. 

    Yasha showed her his pill bottle with a grin and she shared his grin before she looked at me and said, "Thank you for bringing him here. I am Esther. Yasha is my dear old friend." 

    "We have about an hour left to visit. Want to take this meeting indoors somewhere?" 

    She happily nodded, but Yasha held up a hand. 

    "No," he said, "I have been indoors far too long. Do you have any water with you?" 

    Looking somewhat dismayed, Esther shook her head. "No, we saw people land in the field and..." she turned to me. "You fly! You can take me to the house quickly?" 

    "Sure." I handed the IV bag to one of the men, picked her up, and said, 

"Just point where we need to go." 

    She did so and we flew across three large fields to a small farmhouse flanked by a barn and a shed. Esther ran into the house, returned with three bottles of water, and stood waiting to be picked up again. When we returned, we found Yasha lying down. Esther got upset until he sat up and said, "I am only resting. I seem to need much rest these days." I offered to take the IV bag from the man holding it, but he shook his head dismissively and shrugged as if to say, "Don't worry about it." Esther opened a bottle of water and handed it to Yasha as she sat down beside him. He sucked down nearly half of it before his radio squawked. He sighed, "My keepers are worried," and keyed his radio to tell someone where he was and who was with him. 

    Dampening the hanky I'd given him, he again wiped his face and used his left hand to scoop up some dirt. 

    "Esther," he said, gazing at the soil in his hand, "Would you come for me when... when it is... time? I have no family left." Esther began crying and I gave her my other hanky as they chatted in Hebrew for a time, presumably working out various details she'd likely encounter. She got paper and a pen from one of the men and took some notes as they talked. 

    After a time, Yasha began coughing again and it seemed worse than before. He worked through the coughing fit as Esther hovered worriedly near him, then he drew a couple of deep, shaky breaths and glanced at his watch as he sighed, 

"I think it is time to return, Ed. I am not feeling well at all." We helped him to his feet and Esther kissed him, then gave me a peck on the cheek as she said, "Thank you." I took the IV bag from the man who'd held it and we all shook hands as we made our goodbyes, then I picked up Yasha. Esther said, "Wait!" and reached down to wrench up a small handful of the grain, knocked dirt off the roots, and handed it to Yasha. He smiled and kissed her hand, then we lifted in the direction of Tel Aviv. He keyed his radio and told someone we were on our way back. That someone made a reply I couldn't understand and Yasha said, "We're to land on the roof." 

    "Okay." 

    A few moments passed, then he said, "Esther will visit this week. If she hadn't come to the field... I don't know why I never thought of her for my final arrangements." 

    "How old was she the last time you saw her?" Looking at me, he replied, "Fourteen, I think." 

    "There's your reason. I saw how surprised you were out there. You couldn't believe how much she'd grown up." 

    He nodded. "I suppose so. Ed, when we return we will very likely be told our visit is finished. I cannot tell you how much this has meant to me. I cannot thank you enough." 

    "Don't sweat it. You took care of me way back in '73. Got me some sandbags and got me out of the country when the politicians came after me." 

    "It isn't the same." 

    As we landed on the building's roof, I said, "Sure it is. A favor for a favor. Don't let them see your dirt or they might take it away. Nurses don't like dirt much, y'know." 

    Yasha laughed and patted his pocket protectively. Speaking of nurses, the one who'd ordered me back in fifteen stood glaring beside a gurney in the company of three men and another nurse. None of them looked at all happy. I set Yasha on the gurney and the IV bag was hung on the rod attached to the gurney. Yasha quickly reached for my hand and grasped it firmly as he again said, "Thank you, Ed," and one of the nurses kicked the wheel locks free. 

    Yup. The visit was definitely over. They quickly wheeled Yasha into the elevator as a man in the group keyed a radio and spoke to someone else. Another man remained on the roof with me and had actually put out a hand to stop me as I'd started to follow the others into the elevator. Yasha waved as the doors closed and the man beside me said in perfect English, "I'll escort you downstairs, sir. We'll need a full report of your travels with Mr. Horowitz." 

    Shrugging, I said, "There's not much to report. We flew around a while, then landed at a farm in Sinjil. Someone named Esther will show up this week to make arrangements." 

    "Arrangements, sir?" 

    Giving the guy an 'are you for real?' sort of look, I said, "For when he dies, okay? She's an old family friend." 

    Looking enlightened, the guy watched the elevator's indicator change from

'down' to 'up' and said, "Of course. Making out a report shouldn't take too long, sir. We..." 

    "You already have my report. If you want more info, you'll have to ask Yasha." 

    With that, I lifted from the roof and headed for Atlanta's apartment as the guy protested my departure. I was as surprised to see a cop near the storage pod as he was to see me land in front of it. 

    I asked, "Is there a problem? She paid for the spaces." In passable English, he asked, "Who are you, sir?" 

    "A friend of the lady who rented these spaces. Where is she and why are you here?" 

    "Sir, I must see your identification." 

    Saying, "Maybe later," I lifted and headed for Atlanta's apartment. She answered the door when I rang the bell, said, "Hi," and left it open for me as she returned to packing a box. Another cop with a different uniform sat on the couch. 

    I closed the door and asked, "Why the cops, ma'am?" 

    "They want to make sure I don't take anything out of the country without paying customs. I told them I don't have anything special, but I guess my word's not good enough." 

    "They're bureaucrats, ma'am. Nobody's word is good enough unless that person can get them fired." 

    My remark didn't please the cop on the couch, but he said nothing and simply let me know of his displeasure with a rather dour look. Taking half a dozen packets of sugar from the dining table, I opened them with my teeth and poured them into my left hand, then heated the little white pile as I squeezed it hard. The room soon filled with the odor of seared sugar. I continued squeezing until a brief nimbus of flame surrounded my hand, then I squeezed some more. 

    Getting to her feet, Atlanta came to stand some feet away and asked, "What the hell are you doing to my sugar?" 

    "Stand by, milady." 

    "I am standing by. What are you doing?" 

    "Gimme a minute, okay?" 

    "To hell with that. What are you doing?" 

    I opened my hand and rubbed a film of whitish ash until I found the tiny, misshapen, oddly-colored diamond. Pinching it up, I took Atlanta's right hand in my left and turned it palm-upward, then placed the tiny crystal in it. Sighing as if disappointed, I said, "Sorry, ma'am. As diamonds go, it's only a low industrial grade, I'm afraid. In fact, it's prob'ly a piece of shit as diamonds go, but I just wanted to give someone here something to think about." 

    Yeah, the cop was on his feet and heading our way in a state of inquisitive amazement. 

    Atlanta asked, "It's really a diamond?" 

    "Yup. Like I said, not much of one, but..." The cop leaned in to study it and pulled a jeweler's loupe out of a jacket pocket, installed it at his right eye, then studied the stone again. I asked, "You just happen to have one of those things in your pocket?" Without looking away from the crystal, he replied, "This is not my only form of employment." 

    Atlanta asked, "How the hell did you turn sugar into a diamond?" 

    "Heat and pressure. Sugar's basically carbon. I hear they can make artificial diamonds out of peanut butter, too." 

    The cop stood straight and said, "And people. Some people are having their ashes turned into diamonds for presentation to family and friends." That seemed to startle Atlanta. She reached for the loupe and used it to study the stone as she asked, "What am I looking for? I mean, to identify it as a diamond?" 

    The cop drily replied, "More than you have time to learn in what remains of today, I'm afraid, but I assure you it is truly a diamond. As he said, it is of very low quality." 

    Turning to me, the cop asked, "What, exactly, were you trying to tell me, sir?" 

    A knock at the door made Atlanta close her hand and go to open the door. The cop from the parking lot stood in the hall. A tap on my shoulder made me look at the customs cop. 

    "Say nothing about the diamond," he said, "I don't wish to spend the evening with paperwork." 

    The other cop came over and there was a discussion in rapid Hebrew as I walked over to Atlanta and whispered, "The customs cop said to keep quiet about the diamond. He doesn't want the paperwork." 

    Nodding, she tore off a bit of packing paper and wrapped the stone in it, then stuck the paper in her pocket. The customs cop said something firm and the other cop rather disgustedly spun on his heel and stalked out of the apartment. 

    As I went to wash my hands, I saw Atlanta take the bit of paper out of her pocket and open it. The customs cop went to join her in further studies of the stone. By the time I'd dried my hands, Atlanta had gone back to packing and the cop was back on the couch, still studying the stone. Atlanta said, "I gave it to him." 

    "Okay. Reason?" 

    With a wry smile, she replied, "As you said, it wasn't much of a diamond." Taking my arm, she kissed my cheek and grinningly added, "I think you just need more practice." 

    "Uh, huh. Well, maybe. I've only made a few and that's actually one of the better ones." Gesturing around the apartment, I asked, "What can I do to help?" 

    "Not much. I've packed everything but the kitchenware and a few things in the bedroom." 

    "Suggestion, ma'am; leave the electric appliances. They're all made to run on two-twenty." 

    "I've already considered that. No. I may come back someday. Or go to Europe, I suppose." 

    With a shrug, I took a roll of tape and some of the boxes to the kitchen, where I sliced cardboard to make custom-fit wrappers for her blender, toaster, and other appliances, then tucked them all into a few boxes. A bit more cardboard became a slip-on cover for the insert from her silverware drawer, then I taped the end flaps down and set that semi-box in with the toaster. 

    "That was a great solution," said Atlanta. 

    "Huh? Oh. Yeah, well, I've moved a few times." 

    "I haven't. Well, I mean... I have, but never with more than the military allowed, which wasn't much." 

    "You moved here, didn't you?" 

    She gave me a short sigh and said, "When Shalina and I left Paris, we had to leave everything behind." 

    Looking around the apartment at its nearly-bare walls, I remarked, "Hence your obvious reluctance to leave anything but dustbunnies behind this time." Atlanta snickered and nodded. "Yes, I guess so." We packed and loaded stuff until the apartment was bare, then Atlanta asked me to keep the customs cop busy for a few minutes in the front room. As I headed out there to discuss the diamond again, she went into the bedroom. The cop was of the opinion that the diamond somehow represented more than whatever its cash value might be. He was talking about having it mounted into a pendant for his daughter when Atlanta came out of the bedroom acting as if she were searching for something. I adjusted my vision to scan her and saw a money belt full of diamonds around her waist. No wonder my diamond hadn't particularly impressed her. 

    I asked, "Did we miss anything?" 

    "I don't think so, but I was having a last look around, just to be sure." 

    "Bathroom," I said, "Toothbrushes and stuff." 

    "No, that's all packed. I think we may finally be finished." After she signed various forms for the customs cop, we hauled the boxes to the storage pod and locked it. Atlanta wanted to take a moment on the cliff overlooking the beach and I offered to wait by the pod. 

    She shrugged. "Come along if you want; I'm just going to take a last look before the sun goes down." 

    Walking with her to the ledge, I said, "We aren't in a hurry, you know. We could take a walk on the beach, too." 

    Shaking her head, she leaned on the guard rail and sighingly replied, "No, this is enough." 

    Looking north along the beach, she said, "I'm worried, Ed." 

    "About anything in particular?" 

    Giving me a sharp glance, she replied, "About this world in particular. People don't seem to realize the danger they face, not even here in Israel. Oh, sure, they say they believe the radical Islamics are capable of anything, but those are just words, not true realizations. The same people are continually shocked when they learn of yet another atrocity committed in the name of Allah. Beheadings. Bombings. Mass killings of Muslims by other Muslims in Iraq. There was a bombing the day you arrived. The woman who runs the grocery said she couldn't believe such things could happen here." I chuckled, "Has she been hiding under a rock? This is Israel, the place all the Arabs want to destroy." 

    Shaking her head again, Atlanta said, "No, she meant here, in the middle of a tiny resort town instead of a big city." 

    "That's how most Americans are, too. They'll pay lip service to the idea that shopping malls could become targets, but they don't really expect it to happen to their shopping mall out in Piddlypoo, Texas. They think the Muslim terrorists will stick to fancy big city targets." 

    "But you don't?" 

    "Oh, hell, no. The bad guys officially kicked off this century's 'kill the infidels' game with the twin towers in New York. Now they'll want big body counts all over the western world so nobody feels safe anywhere. Those body counts will be easiest to come by in smaller towns. Schools will be the easiest, most shocking targets. A few cops and rent-a-cops aren't going to stop cars full of C-4 from being driven through the front doors during lunch hours. Churches and shopping centers have the same problem; they're essentially wide open. Wouldn't surprise me to see the baddies start sending in teams to kill everybody. No prisoners, no hostages, no plans for escape if the cops show up. Just hit and run if possible. If not, kill as many as possible before being killed." 

    Atlanta shuddered. "You've given this some thought." 

    "Some. Mass poisonings of food or other resources require being able to insert the poison into the system. That's difficult. Water's already closely monitored due to pollutants. Most food's processed, and a few sick people will make stores dump the produce shelves. Most diseases are too fragile to survive airborne distribution or too difficult to distribute that way. Anthrax powder clumps up and won't shoot through nozzles that can spray pesticides, so you can't just hijack a cropduster and head for town. Even the nastiest gases tend to disperse too much to be effective over a broad area, but they might be suitable for a building. On the other hand, it's become hard to make diseases and gases for bulk distribution without someone noticing when a lot of suspicious stuff is channeled somewhere out of the usual system, even if it's done gradually." 

    Taking a breath, I added, "Besides, the baddies want lots of drama and martyrs to help recruit the next batch of half-witted suicide bombers and gunners who can bullshit themselves into thinking they're doing the will of some god." 

    "Bullshit themselves? You don't think they're being programmed by others?" 

    "They're allowing themselves to be programmed by swallowing some Imam's line of shit simply because he says he's talking for Allah." 

    "Ed, most of those people know no other way to live." I shrugged. "Fuck 'em. They don't want to know any other way to live and their attempts to force their parochial, self-righteous ignorance on the world beyond their sandbox are likely to be noisy and violent." 

    "But what about the innocents? If those bombs go off in Arab cities..." My turning abruptly to face her caused her to stop talking. 

    "Atlanta, the money to finance terrorist acts comes from the people you're calling 'innocents'. They also supply the manpower. As long as they support those efforts, they aren't 'innocents' and it won't bother me if most of the Middle East briefly becomes a radioactive dead zone." She looked at me for a long moment, then quietly said, "I see. What do you mean by 'briefly'?" 

    "Neutron weapons don't do much damage and the radiation fades pretty quickly. The area could be usable again in a year." 
Chapter Sixteen

    Atlanta seemed to search my face for a time, then took a breath and said tersely, "Well. I think I've heard quite enough for now, Ed. Let's take the pod back to Texas." 

    We flitted back to the pod and I lifted it as she unfurled and secured the cover over it, then we slipped into our flight suits and I launched into a westward arc at just under the speed of sound. Something within the pod made a loud popping sound as we gained altitude, but I couldn't see any damage among the boxes and Atlanta had left all the usual household liquids and sprays for anyone who wanted them. 

    Perfume? Maybe some kind of personal feminine goop in a can or jar that hadn't survived pressure changes? Oh, well. She'd find out when she opened the boxes. Atlanta latched onto my neck and shoulders as we reached her max speed and that's where she stayed until we began the downward leg of our journey. I felt her let go of me and glanced back to see her quickly dwindle with distance as she lost airspeed. Linking to the ladies, I let them know Atlanta had voluntarily dismounted and left the matter to them as I rotated the pod and kept a sharp eye out for air traffic on the way down. Doris curtly replied, 'She's on my screen,' but said nothing else about Atlanta's whereabouts or activities. Being somewhat busy, I took that to mean there was nothing to report. 

    Somehow knowing I was on my way down, Stephie came galloping out of the barn and stopped smack in the middle of the concrete pad to look up and yell as I landed. I set one end of the pod on the concrete and used my left hand to scoop up Stephie, then walked out from under the pod with her. She struggled to get down the entire time, which was fairly unusual behavior for her. I thought at first it was because of my flight suit or the massive pod hanging above her, but her agitated pacing and yelling continued even after I set it down and skinned out of my flight suit. When I reached for her, she retreated several paces. 

    Hm. Why hadn't I tried to read her while I'd held her? Oh, well. I turned away from her and pretended to busy myself folding my flight suit and she came close to yowl at me again. Reaching quickly, I again scooped her up and tried to read her for some idea of what was bugging her. 

    It took a moment, but suddenly a collage of vague pictures came across our contact; pictures of men arriving in cars and cars leaving without them, pictures of men in the barn, and pictures of men in the house. I couldn't tell much about them, but their presence had seriously upset Stephie. Sending reassuring feelings to Stephie, I adjusted my vision and had a look around. Yup. Two in the house and two in the barn. None in my apartment, oddly enough, and none watching from surrounding hillsides. I linked to Doris and let her see what I'd seen and what I'd felt from Stephie, then asked if the men could be cops of some sort. 

    'Could be,' she answered, 'I don't see any dispatches that would have sent cops to the farm, but they may be feds.' 

    'The two in the barn aren't searching it... neither are the two in the house. No sign of Frank and Brenda. Guess I'll take some prisoners and ask some questions.' 

    Doris chuckled, 'Be discreet, just in case.' 

    'Roger that, ma'am. Discreet it is. Where's Atlanta?' 

    'Still upstairs. No course change, just taking her time.' 

    I let the melody of "You Picked a Fine Time to Leave Me, Lucille" slide across our link and Doris laughed. 

    Leaving the link open, I took protesting Stephie into my apartment and went to a window on the side away from the house. Opening the window and removing the screen, I let myself out and closed the window, then replaced the screen and lifted a foot or so to avoid making noise as I slipped around the corner of the barn. 

    Peeking through a crack near the south barn doors, I saw that the guys had taken positions to each side of the north doorway. Neither held a weapon, but one was flexing his hands as if he might be rather tense about something. Looking up, I saw Atlanta descending carefully at about ten thousand feet, alert for other traffic in the sky. Good enough. She'd land and look for me and I'd see how these guys would react to her arrival. 

    My first hint that these guys might be other than simply human came when one looked up and whispered something that made the other look up. They'd seen Atlanta? Close to two miles up? 

    Through our link, I felt Doris become alarmed. She sent, 'I'm notifying April and Sara.' 

    'Thanks, but if they aren't in Dallas, they'll probably get here a little too late.' 

    'They're in New Mexico. Wait as long as you can.' 

    But that wasn't to be. Atlanta landed near the pod, studied it briefly as if wondering why I hadn't unwrapped it, and then went to the front door of the apartment. 

    The guy on the left spoke to his sleeve briefly and I looked toward the house. Both men from the house came hurrying out the back door and dashed toward the backside of the barn. Both men carried GAR rifles and the two guys in the barn produced GAR pistols. 

    Okay. Clear enough. They thought they were dealing strictly with convertees, otherwise there'd be more men and bigger, badder weapons. Their purpose pretty much had to be an assassination, 'cuz none of the men carried the gear necessary for taking a convertee prisoner. 

    Were they here for me or her? Didn't matter just now. I decided to take the guys with the rifles first and lifted to the barn's loft to watch them scurry around the corner. They both used their free hands to grab and pull the barn doors open, and that's when I dropped to the ground behind them. Both were run-of-the-mill betas, each maybe as strong as three humans of equivalent size. Backhanding each of their skulls put them down and out and I picked up one of the GAR rifles and aimed it at the guy on the right side of the front doors as he aimed his pistol at Atlanta. 

    The greenish-gold burst of energy from the rifle made a good portion of his chest disappear and seared the wooden wall behind him. His left-side friend also turned and tried to aim at me, but a second rifle bolt made his head and much of his neck vanish. His body continued to stand for a moment, then sagged and crumpled to the barn floor. 

    I grabbed a fire extinguisher off a hook and dosed the front walls on general principles, then checked the nearest bodies for ID. No badges, just Syrian passports. 

    Atlanta had ducked around the front of the apartment at the first shot and was nowhere in sight at the moment, but Doris asked, 'Want a word with Atlanta? She just called me on her cell phone.' 

    'No, just tell her it's all clear and to come to the barn.' 

    'Will do.' 

    A moment later, Atlanta rather cautiously poked her head around the corner of the apartment, then stepped out and started toward the barn. She faltered when she saw me holding a GAR rifle, but continued toward me. Staring at the bodies as she stopped in the doorway, she almost whispered, 

"What the hell just happened, Ed?" 

    Thumbing at the back doors, I answered, "Maybe one of the prisoners will tell us. Why'd you bail on me up there?" 

    She tore her eyes away from the prisoners and met my gaze as she said rather flatly, "I found your assessment and your opinions about nuking the Middle East... disturbing." 

    Handing her the mens' passports, I said, "Syrian. Both of them. Let's see... that's in the Middle East, isn't it?" 

    April, Sara, and Shalina landed near the barn doorway and eyed the bodies as April said, "I see you've been busy. Where are Frank and Brenda?" Again thumbing at the back doorway, I said, "I was about to wake some people up and ask them." 

    Nodding as she led the way to the other end of the barn, April said, 

"Yeah, let's do that." 

    With another glance at the headless body, Atlanta asked, "Was it really necessary to kill them?" 

    Sara said, "That body is still holding a GAR pistol." Reacting defensively, Atlanta replied, "So?! The two back here had rifles and he didn't have to kill them, did he?" 

    "Only because I ambushed them," I said, "They never had a chance to aim at me. The guys up front did, so they're dead." 

    As Atlanta prepped to say something else, Shalina raised a hand to stop her and said sharply, "You've had no combat training or experience from which to judge his actions. It's obvious to me that he acted properly to save your lives." 

    Atlanta met her gaze almost contentiously for a moment, then seemed to relent and sighed, "I suppose so, but... needless killings were one of the reasons I... left." 

    Sara said, "There was nothing 'needless' about killing those two. This was supposed to be an assassination ambush." 

    Turning on the garden hose at the rear of the barn, I played the water over the two guys lying face-up between tractor-tracks in the dirt. One came awake instantly, snorting and coughing. The other needed a second dose of water up his nose to get him moving. 

    The two guys focused on three unhappy-looking superblondes and blanched a bit as I turned off the water. Sara looked at me and nodded. I noddingly indicated the front of the barn as I said, "I'm going to assume you guys speak some English. Your two friends are dead. Take a quick look so you can believe it." 

    One looked immediately, the other took a moment to glare at me before turning to look. I pressed the firing button on the GAR rifle. There was a bright flash and a loud snapping noise and a three-inch wide tunnel appeared in the dirt between them. 

    Both men instantly turned back around. They saw the smoking hole in the ground and saw me aim the rifle at one guy's left leg. 

    "I'm not a cop," I said flatly, "Not a soldier. I'm just a guy who wants to know where his friends are; the people who live here. You guys will lose body parts for every wrong answer." 

    The one on the right apparently decided to harden up; he ground his teeth and glared at me as he said, "When you have killed us, you will still have no answer." 

    Mister Macho. Oh, well. I lifted the rifle a bit and aimed at his crotch. He glanced around the little circle of women and sat up straight in defiance, obviously disbelieving that I'd shoot. 

    I fired again, searing another hole in the ground half an inch from his crotch. His pants caught fire and he beat out the flames with his hands, then realized that small chunks of his inner thighs had disappeared. There wasn't much blood; the GAR had cauterized the two wounds pretty well. His hands were shaking as I again asked where Frank and Brenda were, but he remained determined to say nothing. 

    His friend was another matter. When I aimed the GAR at his crotch, he scooted backward and quickly said, "They were not here when we arrived." Walking around him, I put a hand on his shoulder and shoved him back toward the other guy, making sure to touch the bare skin of his neck in the process. An image of Brenda's SUV rolling down the driveway crossed our connection. Frank was in the vehicle and he was talking. Okay, so maybe they weren't missing. Without knowing where they might have been going, only time would tell. I tossed the rifle to April and sent what I'd seen to the ladies through a quick link. 

    "He seems to be telling the truth," I said, "I read that much from his thoughts." Turning to the other guy, I put my left hand on his right and asked, "Did you see them leave?" 

    Essentially the same picture came to me. Good enough. I sent a copy of it to the ladies and said, "They're all yours. I want one of the GAR pistols in case more of them show up." 

    April nodded and I headed for the front of the barn just in time to see Brenda's SUV coming up the driveway. Oh, shit. Oh, well. They'd returned and that's all there is to it. Grabbing the GAR pistols and their belt holsters, I linked to Sara and asked her to get rid of the dead guys, at least. She didn't bother to answer; she just zipped to the front of the barn and grabbed both bodies, then headed back to the rear of the barn and into the sky beyond with a body under each arm. 

    'Thank you, milady.' 

    'You're welcome. Once I drop these in Dallas, I'll set up surveillance for the farm.' 

    I quickly kicked dirt and straw to cover the spots where the guys had died, then flitted to the back of the barn to give April one of the GAR

pistols. Shalina held the other rifle and lightly punted the guy nearest her as she ordered him to his feet. 

    He was the defiant one. She had to punt him again before he stood up. Without another word, Shalina put an arm around him and launched after Sara. April looked at the other guy and gave him a little 'get up' gesture with her hand. 

    Looking at me, she said, "Later, Ed," and hauled him into the sky as well. I stuffed the GAR pistol into my belt under my shirt and considered how to fill the holes I'd made in the hardpacked dirt behind the barn. No quick way to do it. Best to just pull the doors shut and fill them later. I shut the doors and latched them and Atlanta and I were halfway to the front of the barn when Brenda appeared in the doorway. 

    Pointing upward past Atlanta's face, I said, "The loft is really just more storage space for hay and straw. All the equipment stays down here. Hi, Brenda." 

    "Hi, yourself. Why are you pointing out the obvious?" 

    "Obvious to you, maybe. Atlanta's not a farm girl." She sniffed the air and asked, "What's been going on in here? Was something burning?" 

    Well, damn. "Yeah, sort of." I pointed at the wall by the door and said, 

"No damage, though." 

    Pulling the GAR pistol out of my belt, I said, "This thing throws some heat. No more tests in the barn." 

    Brenda looked at the gun and immediately adopted her 'I thoroughly disapprove of such things' expression. 

    "May I ask why the hell you have such a thing?" 

    "Took it off a bad guy today. I'll drop it by the lab later." 

    "Yes, please do. You know how I feel about guns." With another desultory glance at it, she shook her head as if she couldn't believe I'd brought such a thing home and headed for the house. I put a shovel and a rake in the wheelbarrow and headed back to the rear of the barn. Atlanta asked, "You're going to deal with those holes now? Can't they wait?" 

    "Nope. Need a minute to think anyway. Might as well take care of small stuff in the meantime." 

    GAR rifles are powerful gadgets; it took nearly a full barrow-load to fill each hole. Because it had been set for short range, the beam's cone of dispersal had been fairly wide. 

    Beneath the visible three-inch hole at the surface was something of a shallow crater where the beam had expended itself, as Atlanta had discovered when her weight had collapsed the surface near one of the holes. She yelped and started to fall, then applied her lift capability to keep herself above the two-foot-deep hole that had formed beneath her. I chuckled, "Now you know why I wanted to fill those holes fairly quickly, ma'am." 

    Giving me a dim glower, she settled well to one side of the hole and replied, "You could have just told me." 

    "Yes, but that wouldn't have been as entertaining." Shoveling dirt, I said, "I'm having second thoughts about having you stay here." In a rather cool tone, she replied, "I understand." 

    "No, I doubt you do. I'm having second thoughts about me staying here, too. We don't know if those guys were after you, me, or both of us, but we do know that Frank and Brenda would have been dead if they'd been here." 

    "No, we don't. They had no interest in Frank or Brenda." Jamming the shovel into the ground, I leaned on the handle and said, "Now, that's the sort of thinking that makes me pretty sure I won't want you around, ma'am. They wouldn't have spent ten seconds on humans in their way. Having been one of them and having worked with and for them at one point in your life, you already know that, yet you seem to want to try to deny it. Why?" She snapped, "Damn it, they're my people! Whatever else they may be, they're still my people! Can't you understand that?" I shrugged. "What crap. Most of the robbers and rapists in US prisons are US citizens --which technically makes them 'my people' in the same context -but you damned sure won't see me giving a rat's ass about them." Freeing the shovel for another load, I added, "Besides, according to what I've heard from both sides, you and your people are my people, too. We're all from human stock. Save your sympathies for the good guys and bury the bad guys before they bury you." 

    Atlanta eyed me glaringly as I tamped down the new dirt and cleaned the tools. I looked up and said, "You're wasting your attitude on me, lady. Where do you want your pod?" 

    "What?" 

    "The storage pod. Where do you want it?" 

    Her gaze narrowed. "It's where it's supposed to be." Putting the tools in the barrow, I headed for the tool room as I said, 

"Not if I'll have to put up with more silly shit like this. I won't argue about matters of common sense. You either have it or you don't." 

    "Common sense as you define it, you mean." Hanging up the hand tools, I replied, "You got it on the first guess, ma'am. See? It's easy if you make an effort." 

    After I stood the wheelbarrow on its nose and turned to face her, she eyed me for a moment and said, "I'll have to talk with Shalina about where else to put the pod." 

    Nodding, I said, "Or you can stay here for the next week or so as planned." 

    With an expression of mock solicitousness, she said, "Oh, but I might say something else that offends you." 

    "Or you may not, now that you know what to avoid. We don't have to get to know each other well, y'know. We'd only have to get along until Sara's ready to spring you on the lab." 

    "What happened to worrying about Frank and Brenda?" 

    "No point. This is where they'd expect to find us, so this is where they'd look for us. Besides, how would we get a change of address to the baddies? 

Might as well dig in for now." 

    Something about what I'd just said seemed to click into place for Atlanta; I saw it happen in her expression just before her gaze became angry and she whipped out her cell phone and stomped away from me. 
Chapter Seventeen

    Sara linked in and asked, 'What did you say to Atlanta? She just called Shalina and they're having an argument in my office.' 

    I took the short route and simply shared memories of the last few minutes with her. 

    Sara was silent for a moment, then she said, 'So she finally figured it out. Have you?' 

    'Only enough to ask questions, I think. For instance, why weren't we told we were bait in a trap, ma'am? It wouldn't have made any difference to the outcome. The baddies would still have been waiting for us.' I paused and added, 'Unless, of course, there's a fairly high leak at the clubhouse or somewhere along the chain beyond it.' 

    'Beyond it,' she replied, 'The interception occurred between the State Department and a Senator's pet committee. Four people have been taken into custody. You and Atlanta weren't told because that end of it had nothing to do with you.' 

    Hm. Yeah, likely so. Busting leaky bureaucrats wasn't really part of my usual job description. 

    'Oh, well,' I sent, 'If Atlanta doesn't settle in, where else can you stash her?' 

    'Your old farmhouse north of Dallas would do. The county included use of it in our interagency agreement. We only need a week or so. Do you really think it will come to that?' 

    'Maybe not. Just thinking ahead.' 

    'Okay. We'll link later, then. Gotta go.' 

    I replied, 'Bye,' and dropped our link, then headed for the apartment past still-arguing Atlanta, who gave me a long, narrow look as I opened the door to let myself in and let Stephie out in the process. She yelled and looked around the barnyard, spotted Atlanta ranting into her cell phone, and yelled again as she followed me back inside. 

    'Just thinking ahead,' I'd said to Sara. Yup. I most definitely had been, and she hadn't quite covered matters of the day. Aktions are arrogant bastards, but they seldom work alone and they're known for working in odd-numbered groups. 

    There had been four at the farm, which meant that whomever commanded that little group was still at large. The way the two Aktions by the front barn doors had so thoroughly stopped their GAR blasts told me chances were good they'd been convertees, and Aktions created convertees the same way the superblondes did it; an alpha female had to donate some retrovirus. That didn't necessarily mean I might have to face one of their superladies, nor did it necessarily even mean I'd have to face anything more than another of their convertees, but in any case, I wanted to be as prepared as possible. 

    In the bedroom, I reached under the dresser and retrieved a clear plastic newspaper bag containing the six-shot .357 snub revolver I'd taken from one of Black Ice's goons. Flicking the gun open, I checked the mechanism for dirt and tried to dump the six gold-filled rat-shot rounds onto the bed to check the tape sealing their ends, but the tape had made the rounds fit tightly and I had to drive a fingernail under the brass to pry them out of their cylinders. I then checked the cylinders and each round for traces of gold dust. Nope, none of them had leaked. I reloaded the gun, put it in its holster, installed the holster behind my belt on the left side, and pulled my shirt down over it. Sigh. Never did like wearing concealed weapons. Couldn't shift the waist-carried guns around much for comfort and couldn't mess with the shoulder rigs at all once they were set for best concealment under clothing. Studying the surprisingly small GAR pistol, I considered how best to add it to my arsenal and decided to wear it on my belt. Because a GAR weapon uses a form of energy that doesn't linger after impact, it could take three or more hits from one to put a super down even temporarily. 

    On the other hand, one close range blast of gold dust from my .357 would form a small cloud and settle all over my target. It might not be enough to completely incapacitate or kill, but the lingering gold would drain and disrupt a super's energies as long as any of it was in contact. Hm. Not really much of a plan against a super, but nothing better came to mind. I loosened my belt two notches and clipped the GAR on my belt next to the .357, then headed to the kitchen, mindful of the slightly deadening effect of the .357's golden ammo even through the stainless steel cylinders that held the rounds. Nasty stuff. 

    Atlanta came in as I was putting some milk down for Stephie. She came to stand silently by the kitchen table as I assembled a pot of coffee, but when I rinsed my coffee mug and began to make myself an instant coffee, she spoke. 

    "You just made a pot, but now you're making instant?" 

    "You're as observant as you are gorgeous, ma'am. The brewed coffee is for you and whomever else may show up." 

    "Whomever else? Are you expecting company?" 

    "No one in particular. I just like to be prepared. Why were there only four bad guys out here? Where's number five?" 

    "Why do there have to be five?" 

    She didn't know? "What did you do in the Aktion military?" Watching the coffee begin dribbling into the pot, she replied, "I shuffled papers, mostly. Ran errands. Made courier runs to deliver orders and finances." Looking at me, she said, "And if you're about to ask how I met Shalina, the answer's simple; I got caught." 

    Shaking my head, I sipped coffee and answered, "I'd rather know when and why you switched sides." 

    Silence reigned for some moments, then Atlanta turned to face me and said, 

"October, 1944. I was sent to deliver documents and money to our agents working with an SS unit in France. They'd have used a man, but we were stretched pretty thin at that point in the war. I arrived at the village in time to see an execution. Twenty-six men, women, and children were stood against a stone wall behind a church and shot for being part of the resistance. I'd never seen anyone kill or be killed before and it hit me like a fist in the gut. When I delivered the briefcase, I asked how small children could possibly be resistance fighters. The senior agent didn't say a word; he just knocked me flat with one punch. I'd been roughed up a little during training. We all received some of that along the way. But I'd never been hit like that before; it took me some time to pull my head back together. A couple of soldiers grabbed my arms and dragged me into the next room and sat me in a chair by a desk, and that's where I was when I heard the SS man order another group of people shot if someone didn't talk. Someone threw something at the wall in the other room and another voice said to shoot them whether he talked or not." 

    Holding a cup under the dribble, she poured some of what was already in the pot into her cup and replaced the pot under the dribble, then sipped it before she spoke again. 

    "I left the office to find the hotel they were using. A German soldier came running out of the office building and said he'd been ordered to take me to the hotel. I said I could find it on my own and he grabbed my arm and said we'd both get in trouble if we didn't do as we were told. I thought about tossing him across the street for touching me, but he was right." Her tone turned soft and somber as she added, "We had to pass the execution wall on the way. People had finally been allowed to claim their dead. I tried not to look, but..." 

    She shuddered and hurriedly sipped again, then said, "That night the senior agent came to my room and said I had other duties to fulfill. When I objected, he laughed and said I didn't yet know my true place in the scheme of things, then he hit me again, though not as hard as before. I fell against the desk and found a hotel letter opener under my leg, so I kept it there until he grabbed my hair to pull me back to my feet." 

    Moving to the table, Atlanta sat down and sipped her coffee for a moment, then continued softly, "He was going to hit me again. I just couldn't let him do it. I stabbed him and he looked as if he couldn't believe what was happening. He let go of my hair to grab at the letter opener and I stabbed him again before I backed away. He pulled it out and started toward me and I ran to the other side of the bed. He kept coming and I jumped over the bed to keep it between us. When I ran for the door, he lunged at me and grabbed my skirt and pulled me off my feet. We wound up on the floor and he tried to stab me, but his body didn't seem to be working right. Then he sort of let his breath out and didn't take another one. I sat on the bed for a long time, wondering what the hell to do, then I finally realized that there was only one thing to do. I had to get away." 

    Stephie hopped into my lap as Atlanta sighed and sipped again, then said, 

"I'd been trained in English. I couldn't speak French and I spoke German poorly and I didn't have much money. I went through his pockets and found some money and a knife. He was wearing a Luger pistol and I took that, too, along with the gun's belt and holster. The next morning I left the room early and locked the door, then jammed the letter opener into the lock, broke it off, and shoved the broken bit deep into the lock's mechanism. When I tested it with the key, the lock wouldn't turn. I went to the train station and took the first train north, but I got off in Metz and started walking east into the countryside on a dirt road. I had a vague plan to get to Switzerland somehow, but a group of people surrounded me on the road. Some of them had guns and I couldn't understand much of what they were saying until one of them tried German. I told them I was trying to get to Switzerland." Atlanta chuckled, "They thought that was funny as hell. I was taken to a farmhouse, then to another farmhouse. My bags were searched and they found the gun, which caused some excitement. I finally told them what had happened and they kept me under guard for two days until they could verify my story, then they turned me over to some other people who lived in the hills. One evening a woman arrived alone who questioned me for a couple of hours in English before she suddenly switched to Aktion. I was scared to death that I'd been turned in for a reward, but after a while she led me outside and had me hang onto her as she flew us to Paris." 

    Pausing again, Atlanta said, "She and others picked my brain for weeks. I was always under guard, but I was never mistreated. After a while I was put to work in various menial ways, but it wasn't any form of punishment; they just couldn't let me go or risk letting me do much else to earn my keep. By the time the war ended I'd come to know some of the people fairly well. Some even seemed to trust me to a degree, but nobody could --or would --tell me what would happen to me. The war had been over almost six months when I asked to see the leader --Shalina --and flatly told her to either kill me or let me go. She asked where I'd go and what I'd do to make a living. I didn't really have the slightest idea, but I said I'd figure something out. She startled the hell out of me when she suggested that I take over someone's office and duties when they left. What the hell; the pay was good, I already knew the job -paperwork, mostly --and she set me up as a roommate with one of the other women in her office. I knew I'd be watched day and night, but I didn't care." I ventured, "You were lucky. Someone believed you. Or maybe I should say believed in you." 

    Nodding, Atlanta said, "Yes. I'd always wondered what happened to other Aktions captured on Earth, but nobody could or would tell me and I didn't want to know badly enough to maybe be sent to join them by seeming too interested. One day I was called into Shalina's office and she asked me to join her for the day. We went to a holding facility north of Paris where there were over two hundred Aktion prisoners. She put me to work there for six months, handling records and collecting data about Aktion activities on Earth. I worked with an American named Lou Reynolds and we became close. One morning he didn't come to work. I didn't think much of it because he was some kind of liaison and sometimes didn't get there until noon or so, but Shalina showed up a little before eleven and asked me to come with her. She took me to a hospital and..." 

    Choking a bit, Atlanta said, "Lou's car had been hit by a truck. He died on the operating table. After all these years, it still hurts." She sipped her coffee and continued, "Anyway, one day they put the Aktion prisoners aboard a ship and it lifted off that afternoon. I don't know where it was going. The compound became temporary housing and I returned to Paris with Shalina, but things weren't the same. My things were in storage, my old roommate had taken a new roommate, and my job at Shalina's office seemed meaningless. I was living in one of the smaller offices upstairs and I felt so alone in the world... well, it was nearly closing time one day and I went to Shalina and asked if I'd ever be truly free again. Her response was to ask if I'd ever truly been free before, then she took me to dinner. We became friends of a sort, then more than friends." 

    I petted Stephie rather distractedly as I studied Atlanta's face for a time. Damn, but conversion sure had some fairly wonderful side effects; Atlanta looked about twenty-five or so, and those eyes... Quickly reviewing what she'd told me, I looked for glaring incongruities and found none, as expected. She wouldn't tell me anything that a casual chat with Shalina could unravel. 

    Atlanta asked, "What's the matter?" 

    I chuckled, "Not a damned thing, ma'am. As far as I can tell, you're pretty much perfect." 

    Atlanta rolled her lovely eyes and muttered, "Oh, please." Shrugging, I said, "So you've heard it before. Does that make it any less true?" 

    Getting to my feet and setting Stephie in my seat, I went to the pot and added some fresh coffee to my mug as I checked the kitchen clock. Only two in the afternoon. We'd left Israel in the early evening, so we'd arrived in Texas around mid-day. The bad guys had been in place when we'd arrived, so either they'd received a 'scramble' sort of order to meet us or a visit to the farm had already been on their agenda. 

    Their unit or cell commander had sent them rather than accompanying them. Did that mean anything? Maybe. Cells could be repopulated fairly easily; trained leaders were harder to come by. On the other hand, there'd been four GAR weapons and two of the guys had been convertees, which made the failed raid expensive as hell. 

    If the cell leader was an alpha, he or she might decide to try to finish the job, but another attack at the farm seemed unlikely. Whomever would expect surveillance here, which meant... what? We flew from place to place, but Aktions don't fly, so if someone wanted us dead, the effort would have to be made in one of the places we spent time on the ground. 

    Shooting one of us down wouldn't be considered a clandestine act, but it could happen; after all, I'd met April when they'd tried to shoot her down above I-30. I'd always wondered about that, since every GAR I'd seen or heard about had an effective range of less than a hundred yards and she'd made a crater like an incoming meteorite. 

    Linking to April, I asked, 'Milady, where were you just before you made that hole in I-30 in front of my car?' 

    Sounding mildly puzzled, she replied, 'Space. I'd been checking on reported motion near the moon, but it turned out to be an asteroid moving much slower than normal. Well, half an asteroid, really; the rest of it had been smashed away on impact with another asteroid. I found and confirmed the other bits and pieces, then flew back to Earth.' 

    'Has anyone developed a long-range GAR yet?' 

    'Not to my knowledge.' 

    'That's comforting, ma'am. Any idea where the shots came from that knocked you down?' 

    'No, we never found the shooters.' She paused and added, 'And you killed our only potential prisoner.' 

    'Sorry 'bout that. Thanks, April. That's all I wanted to know for the moment.' 

    'Care to tell me why those questions occurred to you?' 

    I took a moment to consider my answer, then said, 'Aktions tend to cluster in odd numbers, but only four hit the farm. To me, that means number five is probably still out there, well-armed and very pissed off about losing four GARs and two convertees.' 

    After a moment, she replied, 'That's how we see it, too. I'm staying very visible for the next week or so while Sara and Shalina take turns watching the farm. Does that answer your next question?' 

    'One of them. Have our people come up with anything more instantly effective against supers than a GAR?' 

    'No.' 

    Sending her a grin, I asked, 'Would you feel obliged to tell me if they had?' 

    She returned my grin and, 'No.' 

    'Uh, huh. Well, then, can you tell me anything else?' 

    'Not at this moment. We don't know much else yet. Ed, I'm about to meet some people. Gotta go.' 

    'Okay. Later, then. Bye.' 

    'Bye.' She dropped the link. I picked up my mug and turned around to find Atlanta studying me rather intently. 

    "Yes'm?" I asked. 

    Canting her head slightly, Atlanta asked, "You were talking to the others, weren't you?" 

    "Yup. One of them. April says Sara and Shalina are taking turns watching the farm." 

    Nodding as if filing that info, she asked, "What's it like? Being able to... to just think to other people?" 

    "Well, it's a lot quicker and easier than talking. No phone, radio, or camera necessary." 

    I took the pot to the table to refill her cup. Atlanta watched silently as the coffee poured, then looked up at me and asked, "And you can share feelings. Like when you scared the boys at the beach and showed us what a cat feels." 

    It was an observation, not a question, so I sipped my coffee, then took the pot back to the brewer's hot plate. When I turned back around, she was still eyeing me. 

    "You...Uhm..." she began with a hesitant pause, "You must know... oh, just about all there is to know about how and what women feel, I suppose." Hm. How to answer something like that? I went back to the table, picked up Stephie, and sat down with her in my lap as I formulated an answer. 

    "I wouldn't say that," I said, "I've been privileged to share some highs and lows with the ladies in our group, but..." 

    "No," she insisted, "No. You know what I mean." Well, no, I really didn't. I'd shared some orgasmic highs and sorrowful lows, but not much of anyone's daily grind. Fact is, I kind of figured most aspects of daily living were pretty much the same for both genders. Sitting back in my chair, I said, "No, I don't think I do know what you mean, ma'am. I've shared highs and lows, but not much of the daily in-between stuff. Why does Doris wear her hair up? I dunno. Why does April choose one outfit over another? No idea. Why does Sara prefer to live at the lab while April prefers living in a condo? What makes one woman prefer men and the other prefer women? Same answer; no idea. From what I've shared with the ladies, the results seem to feel about the same to both of them when things are done right." 

    Waving a dismissive hand, Atlanta said, "That's all trivial." 

    "Yeah, but it's all that's left after the highs and lows, so what are you really asking me?" 

    She looked a little frustrated, likely with trying to find words to explain whatever was on her mind, then she took a breath and firmly changed the subject. 

    "Why couldn't you talk to me that way?" 

    I shrugged gently as I sipped my coffee. "You weren't part of the experience that... well, that 'bonded' us." 

    "But you can recall that experience, right?" Nodding, I admitted, "Oh, yeah. Sure can." Nibbling her lower lip, Atlanta stated, "And for some reason you thought there was at least a chance you could talk with me that way or you wouldn't have tried. Have you been able to talk to anyone but April, Sara, and Doris that way?" 

    "Yes, but she's what the lab rats call a 'natural telepath'. In other words, she was the one who made it happen." 

    Meeting my gaze for a moment, Atlanta nodded and sighed as she stared into her coffee cup, then said, "I'd give anything to be able to... link, you called it?... with Shalina the way you do with the others." After a pause, she softly, intently reiterated, "Anything, you know?" then she looked up and quickly added, "I mean... that wasn't... that wasn't some kind of offer. I believe you can't just... teach people how to do it." 
Chapter Eighteen

    Doing my best to look disappointed, I snapped my fingers in a 'drat' 

gesture and sighed, "Well, damn. I was all set to take advantage of you, ma'am." 

    She snorted a laugh. "Sure you were. Half an hour ago you were about to throw me out." 

    "Changed my mind. Got hooked on your eyes. Now I can't stand the idea that you might leave." 

    With another laugh, she said, "Right. You really changed your mind? Or did April change it for you?" 

    "Sorry, ma'am. We didn't discuss you." 

    Atlanta studied my face for a time, then canted her head again as she asked, "You really didn't, did you? What did you talk about? If it's all right to ask, that is." 

    I shrugged and replied, "I think Aktion number five is going to try something. Don't know where or when, but it seems pretty likely to me." Giving me a droll look, she sighed, "So you still think there's a fifth Aktion?" 

    "Nobody's given me a good reason to think otherwise and the ladies seem to think watching the farm is a good idea." 

    She still looked dubious as hell. No biggie; she'd be damned near useless in a fight and she didn't have to believe anything. Stephie positioned herself so I'd have better access to her chin and I ruffled her fur as required. Atlanta chuckled and remarked, "She's got you trained." 

    "Yup." 

    Conversation lagged for a time, then Atlanta said, "We never unwrapped the storage pod." 

    "You need something out of it?" 

    "Clothes. Maybe a few other things." She glanced outside and said, "We might get some rain." 

    Getting to my feet, I wrapped Stephie around my shoulders and waited as Atlanta stood up. Stephie lolled her head around to look at Atlanta and conversationally said, "Yahhh." 

    Atlanta's eyebrow went up as she laughed, "I think she's taunting me." 

    "Sometimes little Stephie forgets her social graces." 

    "So you think she was taunting me?" 

    "Hard to say. Taunting you about what?" 

    Shaking her head, Atlanta said, "Never mind." I set Stephie on the front porch and we went around to the pod with Stephie at our heels, but when I began lifting the pod, she quickly moved well clear of our activities. 

    As I held the pod off the ground, Atlanta quickly unfastened the cover and lifted upward enough to fold it twice, then draped it over the top of the pod as I set it down. 

    Thinking she could probably manage the pod door by herself, I had a look around the farm as I headed for the apartment's front door with Stephie at my heels. 

    "Hey!" yelped Atlanta, "Where are you going?" 

    "Inside. Why? Think you'll need help picking an outfit?" Giving me a dim glower, she made no reply. Come to think of it, the glower probably was her reply. Oh, well. The phone rang and I went inside to listen as my machine answered it. 

    Much to my surprise, the caller was a woman who worked in Doris's office. She asked me to call and started to recite the number before I picked up the phone, then she asked if I'd accompany Atlanta to Doris's downtown office tomorrow for some paperwork. I said we could be there around ten. She thanked me and hung up. 

    Almost immediately, Doris linked to me and asked, 'Do I have to explain that phone call to an old-school spook?' 

    'Nope.' 

    'You'll be very well-supervised from the moment you leave the farm.' 

    'Good 'nuff.' 

    After a moment's hesitation, she declared, 'Ed, I don't like this plan. Both of you have been seen flying, so there are only two places anyone could reasonably try to arrange a hit.' 

    'So call me back and adjust the schedule to bring yourself out here to the farm. Frank won't be here all day and I'll find a way to get Brenda to leave for a few hours.' 

    'How are you going to do that?' 

    Hm. How, indeed? Easy. 'I'll tell her Stephie ate something odd and needs to go to the vet.' 

    Letting me see and feel what may or may not have been real moderate shock, Doris asked, 'Have you suddenly learned how to tell an outright lie, Ed?' 

    'Hell, no. I have no idea what's in cat food other than fish and grain products, ma'am. That makes it odd stuff to me.' 

    She laughed and said, 'Okay. Stand by one,' then dropped our link. In short order the phone rang again. 

    With apologies, Doris said she'd had to adjust our plans because she had to make a trip to Lab Two and asked if she could bring the paperwork to the farm in the morning and leave her car with me for a day or two. 

    "Sure, lady! Fifteen bucks a day to park it outside, twenty if you want to park it in the barn." 

    "Those are downtown rates, you putz." 

    "Take it or leave it, sweetie." 

    She growled, "How about if I take it out of your pay? And what if I bring lunch instead?" 

    "Ha. Deal. That was easy. But nothing too weird, okay? No Thai or sushi. No Mexican food, either." 

    Doris sighed, "Think you could stand some Chinese?" 

    "Well... Yeah. Chinese is okay, I guess." 

    "So magnanimous of you." 

    "You betcha. I think I'd like pepper steak, ma'am." 

    "What about Atlanta?" 

    "She's outside rooting through the pod. Surprise her." 

    "Okay. See you tomorrow." 

    When Atlanta came in with an armful of clothes, she paused in the doorway to let Stephie out and asked, "Why don't you have a cell phone, Ed?" 

    "Don't want one." 

    "Why?" 

    I gave her a small grin. "Somebody might call me. Doris said she'll drop by in the morning with some paperwork and a Chinese lunch, so make any plans for later." 

    As she headed for her room, Atlanta replied, "Okay." Firing up my desktop computer, I checked email, filled some ebook orders, and visited a number of discussion groups I'd been neglecting for a while. In Yahoo's 'Ebook_Community' group, the debate about DRM continued unabated as it had for months, which was mostly useless blather by people trying to appear knowledgeable. 

    In answering a message, I said that the big publishers feared piracy worse than poor sales, so they'd eventually spend the money to forcibly determine which types of DRM and what formats would become the industry 'standards' -however poorly received by the public. Their DRM would become a challenge to hackers and cracked versions of their titles would end up being proudly collected like baseball cards all over the net, just as cracked versions of John Grisham titles and ebook versions of J.K. Rowling's 'Harry Potter' titles were already being traded and collected. When Rowling had said that she wouldn't allow her titles to be produced as ebooks, people had simply scanned the paper books into computers and created their own ebooks. 

    Anyone with a computer could grab a copy of Gnucleus or Morpheus and search the peer-to-peer networks for famous-author ebooks just as they searched for music downloads. 

    Oddly enough, those networks contained very few titles which had been released without DRM. While it would be exceedingly easy to share those ebooks as well, it seemed as if the trophy-hunters weren't very interested in titles that didn't represent some sort of an acquisition challenge. As I'd typed my reply, I'd felt a presence behind me. When I hit 'send', Atlanta finally spoke. 

    "Damn, Ed. I think you may type faster than I do." 

    "Lots of practice, ma'am. Need some time on the computer for email or whatever?" 

    She came to study my three-year-old computer and replied, "Thanks, but I have a laptop in the pod." 

    "Is the adapter two-twenty or one-ten?" 

    "Both. It's switchable. All I need is a phone line." 

    "No WiFi?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. It's five years old and the nearest WiFi hotspot back home was ten blocks away. I may need a new modem card for here in the US, though." 

    Reaching for an old five-inch disk box, I produced a couple of Megahertz-brand modem cards and said, "If you do, try one of these. They're both 56K." 

    When I closed my browser, the Xandros splash screen came up and so did Atlanta's left eyebrow. 

    She said, "I thought your screen looked a little different. What's Xandros?" 

    "A Linux operating system. When everybody else is being hit with the latest computer viruses and worms, I can sail on through. They don't work on Linux systems." 

    Quickly pulling up a kitchen chair, she plunked herself into it and ordered, "Show me, please. I had to rebuild my whole damned hard drive a few months ago. It took me all damned night to put things back together from backups and I lost two weeks worth of correspondence." Fifteen minutes later, she snapped, "I definitely want that. Where can I get a copy?" 

    I grinned. "Raht cheer, ma'am. Got a factory copy of version 3.2 sitting around doing nothing. The book, CD's, and box are all yours." 

    "What version are you running?" 

    "Four. They send me copies for review. After I've tested the latest version, I give the older ones away." 

    With a big grin, she said, "I'll be right back," and went outside. She returned with a black fabric laptop case under her arm and I cleared a spot on the desk for her. After I put in the Xandros CD and told it to share the hard drive with her other operating system, it only took five mouse clicks and fifteen minutes or so for Xandros to install itself and reboot the laptop to a screen that offered a choice of operating systems. 

    Atlanta clicked on 'Xandros' and spent the next couple of hours testing everything including her modem, which made a new sound that startled her but appeared to work perfectly when we tested it using my ISP's phone number. I didn't log in because I never use anyone else's computer for Internetting, but using my desktop box, we went to her Israeli ISP's home page and found they had three Texas numbers listed, one of which was in Dallas. She tested the number on her laptop, but couldn't log in, so I emailed her Israeli ISP on my box. After a verification email, they replied immediately and we received instructions on how to log in using her entire ' 

whosis@wherever.com' ISP-issue email address and her usual password. The ISP

also asked if she'd remain their customer. Atlanta replied that since she paid her bill electronically, she saw no reason to change ISP's and hit the 'send' 

button. 

    With a big grin, she said, "I was worried that I'd have to change providers and go through a lot of... well, stuff... and reset everything and..." then she caught herself and took a breath before she said, "Thanks, Ed. I really wasn't looking forward to having to change everything." Bowing slightly, I replied, "I live to be at your service, milady," and headed to the kitchen for a coffee refill. 

    Atlanta belatedly snickered and asked, "What the hell was that?" She mockingly repeated, 'I live to be at your service.' 

    Over my shoulder, I said, "Just a reply, ma'am. No need to get all fuzzed up. What do you want to do about dinner?" 

    Hearing footsteps outside, I adjusted my vision and looked through the front walls to see Brenda approaching the front door. I capped the coffee jar and went to open the door just as she reached to push the door bell. 

    "Hi, there. Come on in." 

    Greeting us on her way in, Brenda asked, "Do you two have plans for dinner?" 

    Atlanta said, "He was just asking me what to do about dinner." She shook her head slightly and said, "I don't know. I was thinking of looking for a restaurant." 

    Brenda shook her head. "I'm cooking a roast. It'll be ready around six. Unless you were going to meet the others..? I could probably stretch things for six." 

    She and Atlanta looked at me and I held up a hand as I said, "Wait one and I'll check," then linked to April and Sara and asked if they'd need Shalina that evening. 

    Sara replied, 'Not if you need her for something.' 

    'Brenda's asking about dinner plans, but she's only doing a roast. Maybe enough for six if she stretches things.' 

    'One sec, I'll check.' 

    She let us see her pick up a phone and poke a number. Whoever answered called Shalina to the phone and Sara asked if she wanted to join us for dinner. Shalina said to tell me she could be at the farm around five-thirty. I said, 'Good 'nuff. What do you have her doing, ma'am?' 

    'She's helping some people in records fill in some blanks about the last few decades. No surprises yet.' 

    After unlinking, I told Brenda to expect Shalina, as well, and she excused herself to return to her kitchen. Atlanta went back to her laptop and I sketched out another chapter of my latest book in progress until I felt an additional presence above the farm. 

    "Shalina's here," I said, and received a raised eyebrow from Atlanta as I rose to go to the door. 

    Shalina landed on the porch just as I opened the door and gave me a surprised look as she came in, but said nothing. Atlanta gave me a fisheye look, then started telling Shalina all about the new software on her laptop. I went to wash up for dinner as the ladies talked. When I came out of the bathroom, both of the ladies went in. A few moments later they left the bathroom for Atlanta's bedroom. 

    After editing some of my sketchwork on chapter eighteen, I shut down my computer and sat sipping coffee until Atlanta and Shalina came out of the bedroom. Atlanta wore her cutoffs and a short-sleeved blouse, but Shalina had opted for a soft blue skirt with a blouse. She handed me her jacket and I held it for her as she slipped into it. 

    "Woo!" I enthused, "Fancy, ma'am. What's the occasion?" She grinned. "I'm meeting some people after dinner. I trust you can find some way to entertain Atlanta in my absence?" 

    "Guess that depends on what she's into. How far am I allowed to go with her?" 

    Atlanta chuckled as Shalina gave me an 'oh, really?' sort of look. Adjusting the hang of her jacket, she chuckled, "I'd say that's up to Atlanta." 

    Nodding as we headed for the door, I replied, "Glad to hear it, ma'am. Think you'll be able to get back here tonight?" 

    She laughed, "No, I really don't think so." Well, the news didn't seem to upset Atlanta any. We walked over to the main house and Brenda led us to the dining table. I saw Stephie working on a piece of roast of her own as I seated the ladies and helped Brenda bring the last few items to the table, then seated her and took my own seat. Frank arrived around six-fifteen and joined us. Dinner went well, with Frank and the ladies discussing the history of the farm and my part of it almost as if I wasn't there. Now and then I'd be consulted on some detail, but for the most part, I could have phoned in my participation. I gave some thought to how the rest of the evening might shape up and sipped coffee as I studied Atlanta's eyes. She noticed my gaze and met it with a small smile as she listened to Brenda tell Shalina how she'd bought the farm from me on the condition that I'd always have use of the barn apartment. Around seven-thirty, Shalina excused herself to go meet her unnamed friends at a pub in University Park and I began gathering dishes to take to the kitchen. From the look on her face, apparently Atlanta thought that was odd. I gave Stephie another small piece of roast and put things away as Frank offered us an after-dinner drink. 

    Sometime before nine, Atlanta and I returned to the barn apartment. As I started to open the door, she put a hand on my arm and smiled as she said, 

"With friends like them, I don't think I'll miss home so much." Hm. True enough that Brenda and Frank were good people, but something about the way Atlanta had spoken seemed to hint that she might be thinking about staying longer than a week. I said nothing and opened the door to let us in as I replayed her words in my mind a few times. 

    It had been quite a while since I'd shared my home with Doris. While it hadn't been an ordeal, I'd felt obliged to keep her apprised of my comings and goings, if only so that she wouldn't make plans we couldn't keep. Would I want to live like that again? 

    Hm, again. How many times had I told someone, 'If you can ask a question, you probably already have half the answer'? A week. A month. Longer, maybe, if she wanted, but sooner or later I'd want my solitude again. Or had I simply heard what I wanted to hear in her words? That would be stupid at this point; she and Shalina were long-time housemates and showed no signs of wanting to part. I mentally shrugged and decided not to let myself speculate any farther along those lines without a lot more data. Then another thought entered my mind; yes, they were long-time housemates. Very long-time housemates, given that they'd paired up in the late nineteen-forties, and since that time, they'd supposedly avoided contact with other supers or convertees, male or female. 

    Unconverted men could have done no more for them than they could do for themselves. If they were both bisexual, that was one helluva long time to go without getting laid in a masculine manner. 

    When I turned from closing the door, I saw Atlanta fiddling with something on the desk. She'd simply bent at the waist and leaned her elbows on the desk. Switching her weight from her left foot to her right cocked her left leg and straightened her right leg delightfully as she turned her head enough to look at me over her left shoulder inquiringly, as if wondering why I was still standing by the door. 

    Uh, huh. A classic presentation position, possibly even one performed without conscious thought. Atlanta gave me a little smile and continued messing with whatever was in front of her and I suddenly and clearly understood my duties for the evening. I wondered if there'd be all that much romance involved once she got herself wound up. 

Chapter Nineteen

    Atlanta clicked the mouse and Goldfrapp's 'Ooh La La' began to play. She shot me another grin over her shoulder as her butt began to move in time with the heavy, almost liquid beat. 

    "I like this song," she enthused, "How come I've never heard of this band?" 

    Moving to join her by the desk, I shrugged. "I wouldn't know, milady. They've been around a few years." 

    She listened some more, then chuckled, "That's a funny name. 'Goldfrapp'. Does it mean anything?" 

    "Maybe to them. No meaning in German comes to mind." Standing straight, she gave me a mildly surprised look and asked, "You speak German?" 

    "Some. Still. Not like I did when I lived there." Nibbling her lower lip, she asked, "Vous parler Francais?" 

    "Again, some. Still. It's been a long time." I reached to trace her jaw line with a finger and asked, "Have I been reading you right, ma'am? Are you going to pounce on me tonight?" 

    Her eyes and her smile reflected her amusement at my choice of words as she replied, "I thought I might." 

    "Well, if there's any question left in your mind about the matter, what can I do to help you decide in my favor?" 

    Atlanta chuckled, then softly laughed, "You're so polite. Kiss me. That might help me decide." 

    Right. Help her decide. Okay. I drew Atlanta into a kiss and simultaneously sent into her some of my recollections of Sara's usual pre-sex anticipatory feelings. Atlanta's arms tightened around me and she moaned softly as her right knee rose and she slid her thigh up and down mine. Some moments passed before she pulled away to hold my shoulders at arm's length and take a deep breath, then she said quietly but firmly, "Let's go to bed now," and took my hand to lead me to the bedroom. I muttered, "Well, yes, ma'am, ma'am," as I followed her and she laughed as she opened the door of her room. Within seconds her blouse landed on the floor and her cutoffs followed. As her shorts slid down her gorgeous legs, I saw that she'd already toed off her sneakers at some point. She was naked before I had my shirt completely off. 

    Eagerness is a major turn-on, but Atlanta seemed more than simply eager. The moment my clothes were off, she took my hand to pull me to the bed and dropped herself into it flat on her back with her knees in the air and her legs spread. I started to fondle and kiss her legs, but she shook her head and pointed at the furry triangle between them. 

    Okay. Message received. Start there first. But I was wrong about that, too; as I started to lean down to taste her, Atlanta stopped me, grabbed my right shoulder in both hands, and pulled me up her body to sprawl atop her. Holding my face in both hands, she kissed me firmly, then grinned as she said softly, "Just fuck me, okay? It's been a long time and that's all I really want right now." 

    Raising one hand for a clumsy salute, I acknowledged, "Yes, milady. As you say, milady," then set about easing myself into her, but she wasn't having any of that, either. As soon as my dick was aimed properly and just inside her, she lifted her ankles and used her legs to pull me in hard and fast. As we slammed together, she hissed through clenched teeth and gave me another hard pull to make sure I was seated as deeply as possible, then she almost whispered, "Just hold it right there for a minute, okay?! Just hold it right there! God, it feels so good to be filled like that!" It didn't seem a time for words, so I kept quiet and waited for her to decide when and how to proceed. After a time her hips began moving and we quickly established a good, solid rhythm. I took what opportunities I could to kiss whatever of her I could reach conveniently and stroke my hands over her hips and thighs, but she seemed not to notice much of that as she concentrated on other things. 

    In what seemed like no time at all, Atlanta managed to bring herself to a peak. She locked her heels behind my legs again, held me tight, and slowed our motions to milk the most out of the moment, then again drew me inside her to the hilt as she let her breath out in an explosive groan. After a few moments to collect herself, Atlanta again had us pounding together as she reached for her next orgasm. In the midst of it all and between our collisions, she spoke softly. 

    "Some... sometimes... I... dreamed... of... being... fucked... like... this... again... Ed." A few more strokes passed, then she said, "When you come... I want it... deep! Okay? Deep! And... hard... and... Ohhhh... just... deep and hard!" 

    Without breaking our rhythm, I leaned to kiss her and said, "Yes, ma'am. As you say, ma'am," and she hissingly chuckled. 

    Atlanta had three orgasms by the time I neared my own. I wanted to truly please her, so I fished up her last few orgasms and began gently feeding echoes of them back into Atlanta to create a feedback loop. Even as her eyes opened in surprise, they unfocused and took on a dreamy, far-away look and Atlanta groaned as she gripped me more tightly than I'd have thought possible. Her breathing became long, soft moanings and she seemed to give herself over completely to the sensations flooding her. When she felt the first stirrings of my orgasm happen within her, Atlanta locked her arms and legs around me and rode hard for the finish line, crossing it with a soft scream as her world seemed to come unhinged. I stopped feeding echoes into her and let the final moments be all hers as I drove deep and met Atlanta at her crest. 

    Long moments passed before Atlanta began to relax her grip on me. Her legs and arms fell away and her breathing eased a bit, then her eyes opened and she seemed to study me fairly intently for a time. 

    A mild sense of alarm came to me through our connection an instant before Atlanta raised her arms and gently pushed me upright as she croaked, "I... I need a minute, Ed." 

    Rolling off her, I kept a hand on her arm as I watched and waited to see if she'd say more, but her eyes closed again and she took a deep breath and let it out as a long sigh. 

    Another brief bolt of alarm reached me through our contact and when Atlanta turned her head to look at me, her gaze was somewhat troubled. 

    "What's the matter, Atlanta? And don't say 'nothing'." After a moment, she said, "Okay, I won't say 'nothing'. I'll just say that now's not the time to talk about it." 

    Push a bit? Or let things simmer? I decided I'd go with simmer and nodded. 

"Okay. Some other time, then." 

    Apparently that wasn't the response she'd expected; she stiffened a bit and her gaze narrowed slightly, but she said nothing until I shifted my legs off the bed. 

    "Where are you going?" 

    "To put on another CD. That one finished before we did." That startled her. Atlanta glanced at her bedside clock and sat up. I didn't have to be in contact with her to feel her sense of alarm this time. She yelped, "It's been almost an hour!" 

    Getting up and going around the end of the bed, I remarked, "Yeah, time flies when you're having fun." 

    Now I knew some of what was bugging her. She'd gotten so wrapped up in things that the world had slipped away from her for a while. Some people find that sort of thing disturbing, like realizing you can't remember a damned thing about the last hundred miles you've driven. 

    At the computer I considered what else to play and decided I wasn't really in the mood to root through the stack, so I just tapped the Musicmatch button to make Goldfrapp play again and went to the kitchen table for my coffee mug. When Atlanta came out of the bedroom, she had her shorts and blouse on. I let her see me specifically notice them before I asked, "Aren't you a little overdressed for the occasion?" 

    In a flat tone, she replied, "No, I'm not. I want to know what you did to me in there." 

    That made me laugh as the most obvious answer came to mind. I sat down at the table and asked, "What do you think I did to you, ma'am? Other than doing exactly what you demanded as best I could, that is." Atlanta came to stand by the table and eyed me for a time before she said, 

"I think you used that... mind thing... on me." Shrugging, I said, "Yeah, I did, but only to enhance things a bit for us both. I set up a feedback loop so your sensations kept adding back into themselves." 

    In a much sharper tone, she snapped, "Why? Why did you feel it necessary to do that?" 

    I set my mug on the table and snapped back, "Because it let me share everything you felt all the way to the top, which beats the hell out of climbing two separate mountains and hoping for the best when the whole point of sex --for me, at least --is to please the woman. If you're gonna bitch at me, let it be because I didn't please you, not because I did." Leaning forward to plant her hands on the table, she snarled, "But you used that... that mind thing on me!" 

    "So-fucking-what?! You wouldn't let me use my tongue. It's just a little enhancement trick, nothing more, and it always works really well. You got your bells rung hard --just like you wanted --so try being a little happier about it." 

    Gesturing for her to give me her hand, I said, "Sit down and give me your hand. I'll show you exactly how it works and you can decide whether I'll ever use it on you again." 

    Oh, she sat down, all right, but her hands flew together and her fingers interlocked tightly. I gazed at them for a moment, then sighed. 

    "So I'm supposed to just fuck until I'm finished and not concern myself about whether you get your jollies or not? Is that really what you'd prefer?" I sipped coffee and added, "If it is, I'm not interested." She shook her head tightly. "No, of course that's not what I mean, but..." Her sentence ended unfinished. 

    "Like I said, give me your hand for a minute. I'll show you the reality of it and you decide." 

    With a show of hesitation, her hands half-parted, then parted completely and her right hand hung above her left for a moment before she extended it just as hesitantly. When I put my hand on hers, she startled and yanked it back as if she'd been expecting something to happen instantly. 

    "Aw, relax, dammit. It doesn't hurt, you know." Atlanta chewed her lower lip for a moment, then rather tentatively put her hand on mine. I started by sending her some gentle repercussions from her own recent experiences and let them loop and build on themselves slowly. Her eyes got big and her jaw clenched as her hand closed around three of my fingers with crushing strength. 

    "Wow, lady, you're kinda tense." 

    Her snicker sounded as if it had only barely managed to escape her. I increased the feed a bit and added in some of her aftermath rollergasms and Atlanta groaned softly. 

    "Y'all just let me know when it starts to hurt, ma'am." Another snicker got out. "Oh, shut up. Just get on with it." 

    "Oh, yes'm. On with it. By your command, milady." Easing the intensity up another few notches, I watched her breathing become rapid and the cords in her arm and neck started to show as she seemed to fight what was happening. No, not 'fight', exactly; more like 'contain'. Well, we'd fix that. Gathering recollections of her last and greatest orgasm, I eased that into the mix, then turned up the volume a bit. Atlanta groaned again and put her head down on her forearm as her grip tried to squash my fingers. Beyond the edge of the table, I could see her belly heave twice and a long, sighing moan escaped her. 

    Big finish. I turned the intensity all the way up to what it had been in bed and Atlanta cried out softly as she seemed to clench all over and banged a knee on the table leg. Her hand let go of my fingers and both her hands flew out of sight below the table's edge. The muscles in her neck and shoulders stood out as she gaspingly experienced an orgasm as massive as the one she'd had in bed. 

    Glancing down, I saw my dick standing tall and got up, then I went to park my butt on the edge of the table so I'd be within reach when Atlanta recovered a bit. 

    When at last her head came up, Atlanta saw my spike and looked up at me, then down at her cutoffs. They were darkly damp with residue of her desire and orgasm and she stood up quickly to slide them off, then she shoved me into the chair and just as quickly impaled herself on me. 

    A few strokes later, she came hard and draped herself around me with her chin on my shoulder as she collected herself. When her breathing had become more or less normal again, she started riding me with a slow intensity and I knew she was using the head of my dick to massage that golden spot inside that all women have and so few know how to reach well. 

    Goldfrapp stopped playing again some time later, but Atlanta didn't. She gently rolled on and on through her pleasures until she felt me getting ready to come, then she began moving more quickly and froze when my dick started bucking and squirting inside her. 

    Atlanta locked her hands behind my neck and let herself lean back at arm's length for a time, her head tilted back as she soaked up the last sensations of her most recent cresting. 

    I studied her lovely thighs and breasts and ran my hands over her body until she brought her head back up and met my gaze in silence for a time. With a grin, I asked, "Could have been worse, huh?" Canting her head slightly, Atlanta nodded and returned my grin with, 

"Yeah. It could have been worse." 

    She suddenly yawned, seemed rather surprised and excused herself, and then yawned again. Looking altogether startled at that turn of events, she again excused herself and said that it might be her bedtime. 

    Lifting herself off me, Atlanta studied my lap for a moment, then leaned to kiss me and headed for the bathroom. I heard her yawn again as the door closed. Getting up, I grabbed a couple of paper towels to make do until I could get into the bathroom and stood sipping coffee as I waited. She came out some moments later and padded into her room with a quick grin at me. I used the bathroom to clean up and started to enter her bedroom, but stopped at the door. Atlanta had sprawled on the bed and lay breathing slowly and deeply. Asleep already? I walked over and touched her leg and felt her total relaxation as well as her semi-consciousness. 

    Huh. Not quite asleep, but close enough. No point in waking her by joining her 'cuz I wasn't sleepy at all. I looked her over and thought 'marvelous legs', then backed out of the room and went to turn off the computer. As I sat sipping coffee at the kitchen table, I heard an odd, soft scuffling sound outside that seemed as if it might be a hundred yards or more from the apartment. Adjusting my vision to look through the walls in that direction, I saw a lone human figure easing forward a few steps at a time. Sara linked in with, 'Ed, look at the hill south of the barn.' 

    No point in asking how she'd known I'd be up; she could see me sitting in the kitchen. I watched the figure keep low and negotiate the cattle fence near the pond's dam as I sent, 'Yeah, I heard something out that way a few moments ago. Guess I'd better get dressed, huh?' 

    'Doesn't matter to me,' she chuckled, 'How did it go with Atlanta?' 

    Putting on my pants and shirt, I returned, 'She said it could have been worse.' 

    That made Sara laugh. I finished dressing and checked the hang of the pistols and the shirt over them, then had another look at the hills. The figure scampered from one bit of cover to the next a few times, then seemed to fiddle with something. After sweeping the gadget back and forth a couple of times, the figure then aimed it skyward and I let Sara know. 

    'No problem,' she said, 'I'm above twenty thousand and I'm naked. No uniform hits on her screen.' 

    Her? I took a closer look at the figure sneaking up to the barn. Yup. Boobs and hips. Long hair. She scanned with her gadget again, then put it away and reached over her shoulder for the butt of a rifle. It looked a lot fatter than the rifles we'd captured earlier. I focused on it and let Sara see it too. 

    'Damn,' she hissed through our link, 'A GAR-9. I'm on my way down. Stay put.' 

    A sonic boom from far above sounded as I said, 'A nine has the same range, but a little more punch, right?' 

    'A lot more punch, Ed. They hurt when they hit. My arm was numb for hours.' 

    'But it still worked, right?' 

    'Yes. Well, sort of. It felt as if it belonged to someone else and I couldn't make a fist for a while. A couple of lucky hits from that gun could put you down and out.' 

    The lady in the barnyard now held the rifle in both hands as she advanced, so she wasn't likely to be using her scanner again. I opened a side window and let myself out, then scooted behind Atlanta's storage pod and launched at the hills behind the woman at just under the speed of sound. Once I reached the pond, I arced back around the hill by the dam and slowed down to come in directly behind our visitor with the GAR pistol in my right hand and my .357 in my left. I was perhaps a hundred yards away when the woman dashed in a low crouch from the barn to the back of the apartment. Maybe she heard or felt some small thing that tipped her; she suddenly turned and swept the muzzle of her rifle in my direction. I fired my GAR four times at her, twice on general principles, even though I knew I was at its extreme effective range, and twice as I came within fifty feet of her. She didn't go down, so I fired twice again, this time at her legs. They folded, but she managed to keep her rifle aimed in my general direction and pressed the firing button as she went down. The big greenish-gold bolt of energy missed my left arm by inches. I fired twice again as I neared her, then fired the .357 twice at her neck only a few feet from her as I cranked up the speed to zip past her. 

    A darkish yellow cloud formed around the woman's head and shoulders and she coughed hard as her reach for me became flailing at the air. She made it to her feet and staggeringly backed away just as Sara landed beside her, grabbed the woman's wrist, and slammed her fist into the woman's head twice with a sound like a pile driver at work. 

    The woman collapsed and Sara stood holding her right hand well away from her as she made a face and yelped, "Eeewww! What the hell..?" 

    "It's gold," I said, unfurling the garden hose that hung over the faucet by the back door, "I'm using gold powder in rat-shot rounds. I used the GAR to shock her and knock her down and popped her with the gold to keep her shocked." 

    After spraying Sara's knuckles, I handed her the hose and went to check out the GAR-9 as she continued rinsing her hand. The rifle didn't weigh much more than the other rifles had, but it was nearly twice their width and had a secondary power chamber built under the stock. 

    The woman on the ground stirred and I aimed the rifle at her as Sara tossed the hose away and flew up to the barn roof, returning with a clear plastic bag. In it was a pair of heavy welding gloves and what looked like a roll of heavy cord that gleamed dully. Sara put on the gloves, then quickly wrapped the cord around the woman a few times and secured her hands behind her back before securing her feet. 

    I said, "Naked or not, you do seem well prepared, ma'am." 

    "Thank you. I placed the bag there earlier this evening." 

    "Uh, huh. Any particular reason you didn't put your uniform in that bag, too?" 

    Resting her hands on her hips, Sara demanded, "Do you have a problem with the way I'm dressed, mister?" 

    "Oh, no, ma'am! None at all! I promise! That outfit looks great on you, ma'am!" 

    From the side of the apartment, Atlanta asked, "What the hell's going on out here?" then she saw us and stopped in her tracks about ten feet away. Frank said, "That's a damned good question," from the area by the barn's front doors. He was holding his father's old hunting rifle at the ready. Atlanta spun to face him in surprise and I waved him over as I said, "An Aktion sneaked through the fence." 

    As he got closer, Frank saw that Sara was stark naked and his eyes got big as he stared at her. Sara grinned at him, took the GAR-9 from me, picked the Aktion woman up by the collar of her jacket, and launched into the night sky toward Dallas. 

    Frank's gaze followed them until they disappeared in the darkness, then his eyes met mine. 

    "She was after Atlanta and me," I said, "Nobody else." His eyes stayed fixed on mine for a time, then he nodded. 

    "Okay. Why's the water running?" 

    I turned off the hose and started re-coiling it as I said, "Sara got something yucky on her hand. You know how sensitive she is." With a short, sharp laugh, Frank said, "Yeah. Right. Sara's sensitive. It must have been something really nasty." 

    "Sure was." 

    He looked around and asked, "It's all over now?" 

    "Yeah, it's over." 

    Slinging the rifle on his shoulder, he said, "Then I'm going back to bed. Goodnight." He headed back to the house. 

    Atlanta watched him go for a bit, then quietly asked, "Is it over, Ed? 

Really?" 

    "For tonight, at least. She was working alone." 

    "You're sure?" 

    "Yup." 

    Eyeing the spot where the woman had lain, Atlanta shuddered and asked, 

"She was an alpha, wasn't she?" 

    "Yup." With a grin, I asked, "You impressed yet?" Giving me a raised eyebrow and a sidelong glance, she asked, "That depends. Who took her down? You or Sara?" 

    I tried to look shocked at her skepticism as I said, "I did, ma'am. Scout's honor and like that." 

    Glancing around the yard again, Atlanta said, "Well, then, I guess I'm impressed. A little. Could you have done it without the GAR?" 

    "She had one, too, but if you mean 'could I have taken her in a reasonably fair bare-knuckle fight', I think so. Maybe. I've never had to try." 
Chapter Twenty

    We'd started walking around the apartment toward the front door when Shalina swooped to a landing directly in front of us and stepped toward Atlanta to give her a big bear hug and a kiss, then asked, "Are you all right, honey?" 

    Atlanta nodded and replied, "I'm fine, Shal. It was all over before I got outside." 

    Looking past Atlanta at me, Shalina asked, "What about you? Are you okay?" Eyeballing Shalina's uniform-clad body from head to toe, I said, "Yup. That's a real nice outfit, lady. Looks great on you." Looking suddenly thoughtful, Atlanta asked, "Why was Sara naked, Ed?" Shalina answered for me with, "Our uniforms can show up on some scanners." Atlanta asked, "Did she have one?" 

    I nodded. "She used it on the way in. I didn't go out until she put it away." 

    Looking puzzled, Shalina asked, "She put it away?" 

    "Yeah. She needed both hands for her rifle. Now I have a question, ma'am; why the hell was she here at all and should we expect more of the same?" 

    "You think I'd know?" 

    Rolling my eyes, I looked at Atlanta and said, "Oh, gee, I think I'm experiencing deja moo." 

    "Deja vu," she corrected me. 

    "No, deja moo," I corrected her in return, "As in; 'I've heard this bull-shit before'." 

    Turning to Shalina, I said, "You've been hiding out for decades with the help of the Mossad. You barely know me and I'm someone else's convertee. I can understand a reluctance to share info with someone else's troops, but... I saved your lady's life tonight at no little risk to my own. The woman I turned over to Sara had a GAR-9 and she's an alpha." 

    Shalina's eyes hardened a bit at my tone, but she said, "I was there when Sara brought her in. Ed, I'm grateful beyond words, but I can't tell you what I don't know." 

    Hm. Truth? Maybe. Or not. Did it matter? Not really. No matter what she said, I'd be on general alert for a while. I let her see my skepticism, sighed, "Yeah, whatever," and led the way to the front door. Flashing around me to stop directly in front of me, Shalina held out her hand and said, "Touch me. Read me --or whatever it is you do --and ask me that again." 

    Never offer me something if you're at all worried I'll take it. I took her hand and asked. Her gaze narrowed, but her answer was the same and it seemed to ring true. For no good reason, I looked her over from hair to toes again and let her feel my surge of lust for her, then let go of her hand. By light from the windows I saw Shalina redden slightly as I said, 

"Thanks, ma'am. I feel all better now." 

    She recovered herself quickly and looked past me to ask Atlanta, "Well? 

How was he?" 

    Atlanta stopped beside me and regarded me thoughtfully for a moment, then chuckled, "Could have been worse." Turning to Shalina, she added, "Actually, I don't think it could have been any better. He's pretty good in the sack." We entered the apartment as Shalina said, "Wow! High marks! Maybe I'll try him sometime." 

    With a small smile, Atlanta said, "Oh, you really should." 

    "Ooooo, that good, huh?" 

    Nodding, Atlanta agreed, "Yes, indeed. That good." 

    "I wish I had time to find out now. I have to get back." I asked, "Can you spare five more minutes, ma'am?" Laughing aloud, Shalina yelped, "Five minutes?!" 

    "At the kitchen table," I added. 

    She let out another burst of laughter as she looked at the table and asked, "Are you serious? Do you think it could take the strain?" Holding chairs out for them, I replied, "Not a problem. Have a seat, ladies." 

    Atlanta asked, "Me, too?" 

    "You, too. It'll be a threesome. Hands on the table, please. Atlanta, you put your hand on top of hers." 

    But she didn't, of course. She took Shalina's hand in hers and laced their fingers. I shook my head. 

    "Nope. I'm serious. Don't hold hands; put your hand on top of hers. We don't want you to lose any fingers." 

    Both ladies rolled their eyes at that, but Shalina placed her hand palm-down on the table and Atlanta covered it with hers as if humoring me. I then placed my hands on theirs and thought, 'Buckle up, ladies,' as I sent the first soft waves of pleasure into Shalina. 

    Her eyes got big as I boosted the feed and gathered the returns from Atlanta to mix them into the next feeds and keep the cycle going. I also added in some enthusiastic pre-sex anticipation I'd gathered from Sara at one time or another and both ladies moaned softly. 

    After a few more rounds of building on those sensations, I added in rollergasms; those light series-style orgasms that often precede and follow big orgasms. Shalina's hand left mine to fly to her middle and I sat looking at her until she realized she'd broken the spell and slid her hand back under mine. 

    I'd kept the feed going with Atlanta, so rejoining the process came as something of a shock to Shalina; she startled and stiffened and groaned softly as she settled back into the cycle. I left things where they were for a few moments, then boosted in a middling orgasm and stacked everything else before and after it to make it surge through them. 

    Two more cycles of that and I added in strongly enhanced remembrances of Atlanta's crashing orgasm in the bedroom. Both women abruptly pulled their hands away to clutch their middles and Atlanta actually toppled out of her chair to lie in a foetal position beside it as she gaspingly rode out the waves of sensation coursing through her. 

    Shalina had slumped over the table clutching her gut --or perhaps just south of her gut --and faced me as she rested her head on the table and gasped for breath. Her stark, shocked stare at me made me want to laugh, but I didn't. I rested my elbows on the table and propped my chin on my knuckles as I met her gaze and waited. 

    Some moments passed before Shalina took a deep breath, sat up, and took another deep breath, and then got up to help Atlanta back into her chair. As she sat back down, Shalina's stare at me resumed as she asked, "Why weren't you as affected... I mean, why didn't you... feel what we felt?" 

    "When I don't know how someone will react, I prefer to act as a conduit and a compiler for their feelings." 

    For a moment Shalina continued to eye me thoughtfully, then Atlanta rather sharply asked, "Why would you think she'd react any differently than April or Sara?" 

    I bit back an equally sharp reply. Now wasn't the time for them and she was still bright-eyed and a little off-balance from her experience. I settled for, "Just being careful." 

    Atlanta's gaze turned angry and she started to say something, but I held up a hand as Doris linked to me and said, 'Ed, we need Shalina and you at the office.' 

    'I'll pass the word. She's here.' 

    'Okay.' She dropped the link. 

    Turning to Shalina, I stood up as I said, "Doris says they need you at the office." 

    Rolling her eyes, Atlanta muttered, "How very damned convenient." Glancing at her, I guzzled the last of my coffee and walked outside. I'd passed the info; let one of them call to verify. When I arrived at Doris's building and punched my entry code into the roof entrance, I felt a presence above and behind me. In the reflection from the code-box screen, I saw Shalina and Atlanta land and step up beside me. Shalina started to say something, then didn't as the electronic lock snapped back. 

    When we reached Doris's office, we found April and Sara already there. Doris seemed somewhat surprised to see Atlanta, though she said nothing as she glanced at me. 

    Shalina said, "After today's events, I didn't want to leave her alone. Why wasn't she invited to this gathering?" 

    April replied, "We're going after four nuclear weapons. We have reason to believe they're in constant communication with each other, so they'll all have to be removed at the same time. Since you'll need to coordinate instantly with the rest of us, Doris will go with you." 

    Atlanta asked, "What about me?" 

    Raising an eyebrow, April replied, "Okay, what about you? Could you survive a nuclear blast?" 

    Looking at Doris, Atlanta asked, "Could she?" Doris said, "I'm sincerely hoping not to have to find out, but for this to have a chance to work, Shalina will need my link to the others to coordinate her activities." 

    Shalina asked, "What happened? Why aren't we letting the labs look for a way to disarm them?" 

    As an answer, Doris tapped the remote on her desk and the TV in the corner came on. The woman we'd captured at the farm sat on the floor of a cell, angrily screaming something that sounded truly nasty at a man and woman standing over her. As her screaming continued, I noticed a pink blush on Atlanta's face and neck and she raised a hand to her mouth. The tableau continued for a few moments, then the woman's demeanor and tone changed to one of relative calm and she grinned as she made a statement. Atlanta's eyes got a bit bigger as her hand fell away and her mouth fell open. I didn't understand a word of it, but got the gist readily enough. It was

'there's not a damned thing you can do about it' or something very similar. Doris said, "According to her, we have a bit less than..." she glanced at the clock on her desk and continued, "Two hours to deal with four devices. We have to tap the right numbers into keypads on the devices simultaneously. Our lab guys say there'll be about half a second to work with while the devices contact each other and verify each portion of code." Uh, huh. That was do-able. I asked, "Where did we get the code, ma'am? Can we trust it?" 

    Nodding at the TV, Doris said, "We don't have time enough to watch the whole tape, but suffice it to say the gloves came off once she bragged about the nukes. It all came out of her in pieces; the method and the code. Lab two verified the method of deactivation and removal as workable." Atlanta grabbed Shalina's arm and shook her head tightly as she insisted, 

"No, Shali, don't go. No alpha would..." 

    April interrupted, "That's why Ed's here. Before we take any of what she's told us as gospel, he's going to spend some time with her." Looking at me as she stepped away from the desk, she added, "Speaking of which, let's go." I followed her to the basement holding area and felt the severely debilitating presence of gold all around me the moment the vault-like steel door closed behind us. When I looked at April, she gestured around the room. 

    "Gold screen between two layers of steel. Four feet of concrete beyond it on all sides. If she got loose, the room would be flooded with gold powder almost instantly, beginning at the doorway, which is the weakest point in the room. Beyond the door, the corridor would also be flooded." 

    "Wonderful. This place really sucks, April." 

    "So work quickly." 

    On the other side of the room the woman sat in the center of an eight by ten cell. As I neared it, I could feel the presence of gold in or on the cell's bars and shuddered as it affected my energy level and caused the hair on my skin to bristle. One guard covered the shackled prisoner with a GAR

rifle as the other let us into the cell and took my GAR pistol when I offered it to him and said, "I'll want that back." 

    Looking at the unused bunk and a small chair by a washbasin and toilet, I asked the prisoner, "You got a problem with using furniture, lady? Need some help figuring out how to use a chair?" 

    With a thick accent, she replied, "Fook you, ahs-ho-el." I chuckled as April said, "Let's get to it." She called the guard who'd opened the door into the cell to adjust the woman's shackles so she was facing up against the wall, then positioned the guard with the GAR where he'd have a clear field of fire as we worked. 

    April put a hand in mine and sent, 'I'll send you the questions to ask her. Ready?' 

    Nodding, I put a hand on the prisoner's bare neck and asked the questions as April fed them to me. The woman kept silent, steadfastly refusing to answer, but I collected her involuntary responses to each question until April sent, 'That's it,' and sent a revised code number to Doris. She'd asked about methods of removal and disabling the devices and we'd received images instead of words, but the images all had to do with using the keypad and the ladies seemed to think we had the answers we needed. Is it ever really that simple and easy? I kept my hand on the woman's neck and spoke slowly as I asked, "What haven't you told us about the bombs?" April repeated the question in Aktion, but the woman had understood me and stiffened under my touch. The numbers '333' came to me as an envisionment of someone poking them into a keypad. 

    I asked, "Before or after the other numbers?" and the prisoner groaned as she tried not to think, but the reply came across readily. After the other numbers. 

    Through our link, I asked, 'Are we really finished now? Could there be some other little something we really ought to know before we start messing around with those bombs?' 

    'Did you get any sense at all that she'd omitted anything?' 

    'No, but sometimes you have to know what to ask before you can get answers you can use. We're already here, so take another minute and talk it over with the others.' 

    April did so and nothing else came to me in the meantime, so we called the session ended and stood by as the guard readjusted the woman's shackles so she could use the facilities. She didn't seem particularly grateful as she turned to face us. 

    In a flat tone, she glared at me and said, "Kill me." Shaking my head and thumbing at April, I said, "Not my job, lady. You'll have to ask her." 

    The woman aimed her glare at April, who simply gave me a 'go' gesture and pointed at the cell door. The chain-guard left, I left, April left, and then the guard with the GAR backed out of the cell. The woman remained standing by the wall. 

    On the way out, the guard handed back my GAR pistol as April said, "One of them tried to strangle himself with his chains. Maybe this one will, too." 

    "Would she succeed?" 

    Shrugging, April said, "Probably not. The other one didn't." 

    "What do you do with them?" 

    "She'll be held at an underground facility until we can ship her to a colony world." 

    We started upstairs as I asked, "A 'colony' world? You mean like a prison planet?" 

    Shaking her head, she said, "No. We can't keep them here and can't send them home, so we've established a colony for them. It's a raw, frontier-sort of world, but hardly a prison." 

    "What about the ones who can fly?" 

    "Atlanta's the first Aktion we've ever encountered who can fly." She glanced at me and added, "And it would take her several centuries to reach Aktion-held territory. She wouldn't survive the trip in any case." Doris had four laptop computers set up when we arrived at her office. Each one held the specs for a different facility in a different city. She sat me down at one and told me to review the data, then took April to another one. At the end of an hour, all of us knew where to go and what to do. My bomb was in Tehran, Iran, located in a bunker under a city park that had replaced a demolished building. From the cutaway views of the site, it appeared to be a smaller version of a commo bunker in Germany called 'the Kindsbach Cave'. The data said the site had been clandestinely sealed with concrete after the US

evacuation from Iran. I wondered how the hell one could 'clandestinely' fill a hole that size in the middle of a city as I looked for the easiest, quickest way in. 

    Hm. Simple, really. Just alter numbers and reroute concrete leftovers from other construction jobs around town. Couldn't leave the stuff in the trucks and wouldn't waste time trucking it miles out of town if there was a nearby hole needing filled. 

    Crap. Six feet or more of the stuff on all sides. Not that big a deal to me, but how would the bomb react? Suggested removal method was smooth, gradual excavation. Hoo-hah. 

    Doris heard me chuckle and stared at me. 

    "What's so funny?" 

    "Suggested removal method 'smooth, gradual excavation'." 

    "No problem. You'll be going in with a GAR-9 and two extra power modules. Half a cubic yard of solid matter will convert to energy with every shot, so make sure you cut wide vents on the way in." 

    I saluted. "Oh, yes ma'am! Wide vents! Got it, ma'am! Um... this may be a dumb question, but..." I let the sentence dangle unfinished as she and the others looked at me. 

    "But what?" 

    "Well... why not use the GAR to dispose of the bomb?" Looking somewhat put-upon, she replied, "Nobody knows how fissionable material would react to a GAR blast and we don't want to try to find out in the middle of a major city." 

    "So call the military and have them let us test the idea on one of their leftover nukes. Or we could grab one of the Russian nukes, take it a thousand miles up, and see what happens." 

    April suddenly stood up and went to the phone. 

    She'd put her hand on it before she froze, shook her head, and said, "No. Channels would take too long. Sara, have Philpot rig up a radio device that will press a GAR firing stud, then meet me in orbit. Doris, warn our military liaison that I'm about to borrow a warhead." 

    With that, she headed for the stairs as Sara flew down the corridor. Doris got on the phone told someone she called 'Steve' that April was going to appropriate a nuclear weapon for an orbital experiment. She explained the plan and I faintly heard 'Steve' reply, "Okay. I'll handle it somehow." Sara returned half an hour later with a control box and a GAR that had the aileron mechanism from a model plane glued and bolted to the stock and several solar panels attached to the rifle's butt. Pointing at similar solar panels on the control box, she said, "Philpot was afraid batteries might not survive exposure in space. We tested these under lab lights and everything worked fine. And he did something to the control box. He says it'll probably work at up to ten miles up there." 

    April linked in and said, 'I'm on my way up with a warhead. Bring the other GARs and look for me directly above Iraq.' 

    Sara opened a cabinet and handed GARs and extra power modules to Shalina and me, then took two more and power modules for herself and April. Strapping those GARs together, she put them in a flight bag as we did the same with our gear and slipped on our flight suits. 

    I suddenly noticed that Atlanta had also put on a flight suit and looked at Sara. She seemed to give the matter some thought, then shrugged. When we arrived at the roof, I put an arm around Doris, drew her close, and leeringly said, "C'mere, sweetie. Let me take you into orbit tonight." Doris barked laughter, then laughed again. "Someone actually said that to me in a bar once." 

    The other ladies were grinning as we lifted into a high arc toward the east. Some ten minutes later we met up with April above Iraq. Sara positioned the radio-controlled GAR next to the warhead, set it to widest dispersal, and we all moved to what Sara said was about ten miles away, but I'm damned if I know how she was measuring distance in space. 

    Nothing happened the first time she pressed the control bar to the left. She flicked it back and forth and still no flash happened out there. Gesturing at us to stay put, she eased toward the warhead and continued flipping the little shiny stick on the control box. When she was just a pinpoint in the distance herself, a flash occurred well ahead of her. 

    Linking to us, she said, 'Come on, let's check it out.' 

    We hurried to catch up and joined her at the warhead to find that it appeared as if a more or less globular section of it about two feet wide had disappeared. Looking into the hole, we could see the guts of the warhead, including where the GAR's blast had removed a hefty chunk of plutonium and the shaped charge that would initiate a nuclear blast. 

    She moved the GAR a bit to re-aim it, then pressed the little stick on the control box and the GAR fired. The rest of the damaged plutonium and its shaped charge disappeared. Sara grinned at us and we grinned back, then she took the GAR in her hands, ripped the aileron gadget off it, and quickly fired until nothing remained of the warhead. 

    Apparently ecstatic, she flitted over to me and gave me a long, firm kiss, then looked at April and nodded as she sent, 'Let's go do it.' 
Chapter Twenty-one

    We took turns holding the weapons bags as Atlanta, Doris, and I stripped off our flight suits at ten thousand feet, then we split up and descended on our target cities at just under the speed of sound. April, Sara, and I flew alone while Shalina carried Doris and Atlanta flew alongside them. I landed on the roof of a building across a busy street from the park and looked for a place of relative seclusion or cover in which to begin blasting my way down to the bunker. No such place existed, of course. The park may have been a real jewel when it was new thirty years before, but now it was just a ratty dirt lot with a couple of restrooms, a maintenance building, and a water fountain to one side of a cracked and ragged concrete walkway. At the top of a low, hundred-yard wide hill on the other side of the walkway stood a life-sized statue of someone with a turban and a beard. Couldn't read the squiggles. 

    Hm. The restrooms and maintenance building were padlocked. Good 'nuff; I wouldn't be interrupted. I zipped over to the maintenance building, lay flat on the left side of the building's roof, used the GAR to blast out a hole, and then dropped down inside. The place was thick with dust and hadn't been used in years. 

    Adjusting my vision, I located the bunker about twenty feet down and fifty feet away beneath the hill. Lifting myself a bit, I fired at the floor and began creating a yard-wide tunnel downward. Ten shots later I was able to stand at the bottom of the hole and look directly at the bunker, so I fired a few times in that direction to begin creating a three-foot-wide, six-foot-tall tunnel toward the bunker. 

    The first power module was good for forty shots. I swapped it for a fresh one and four blasts later the GAR took a bite out of a concrete corner. I adjusted my angle a bit and continued forward four more shots. The stench of seared dirt and concrete filled the air and I gave some thought to the tunnel I'd created. 

    It was in the middle of a city park and would erode and collapse eventually, probably taking some kid down with it. Looking around, I spotted a water main some distance away and wondered if I'd have enough power to reach it with the last module. Shrug. If not today, tomorrow with a new power pack. Sara linked in and chirped, 'Ready!' 

    I replied, 'Gimme a minute, you overachiever. I had to tunnel in from the side.' 

    'Okay. April?' 

    April replied, 'Same here. Another few minutes.' 

    Doris said, 'Almost there... Okay, we're in and we're right in front of the bomb.' 

    Through the link we heard her call Shalina using a radio headset that had looked kind of frail to me, but that Doris had said should work fine. Apparently it had, since she'd reported no difficulties. We heard Shalina reply, "Communication relays are in place and I'm standing beside the bomb. How do you read me?" 

    Doris replied, "Loud and clear, Shalina. Stand by." My next two blasts opened a hole into a real gadget room. All the stuff had been stripped bare or destroyed during the evacuation, of course. Two walls were lined with old tape-style computers with their guts blown out. Another wall had apparently been the nerve center of some big operation; there were the remains of a godzilla control console like you see in power plants in the movies. It had been pretty thoroughly ripped apart and a section had been blown out of the back, most likely by planted explosives. Didn't see a bomb anywhere, though. 

    Letting the others see what I was seeing, I said, 'I may need another minute or two. Somebody misplaced my bomb.' 

    Adjusting my vision, I scanned the rooms to the north, south, and east of my position. Bingo. Maybe. The object looked big enough, but it was a metal case I couldn't see through. I started to kick the room's door in and thought better of it. None of the others had run into this kind of a setup. Might be good to think about it some more. 

    Studying the door, I saw two gadgets at the top that may have been nothing more than common indicator mechanisms like you find on so-called burglar-proof windows; magnets that pulled at contacts when the window was closed and set off alarms when the window was opened. 

    On general principles I moved ten feet to my right and studied the wall. Nothing on the other side. Good 'nuff. I fired twice to make a hole I could step through and approached the metal box in the middle of the room. Still couldn't see through it, but it was the right size for a close fit around one of the bombs. Just as I'd been reluctant to mess with the door, I was reluctant to mess with the lock mechanism on the box. 

    I sent 'Ladies, what do you think? It's a little less than three feet wide, so the GAR should take out a big chunk of it. Should I try to open the box or just aim at a likely spot and fire when everyone else does?' 

    Sara said, 'Now I wish you had this extra GAR. Chances would be better if you could take out more of the box.' 

    'So haul it over here, ma'am.' 

    'Can't. We're running out of time. If it's the bomb, the fissionables are near the center. Just put the muzzle in the middle when it's time. You don't see anything else?' 

    Looking all around and above and below, I replied, 'No wide-open bombs and no other boxes like this one within a hundred yards or so in all directions.' 

    'Then let's call it the bomb. April?' 

    'I concur. Ready here.' 

    Doris said, aloud as well as through our link, "Okay, then. We'll use a three-count and fire on three. One... Two... Three!" On general principles, I fired twice as quickly as possible; once a shade left of the center of the box and once a shade to the right. A tenth of a second later there were two gaping holes in the box and I was looking at the same sort of guts I'd seen in the warhead. I let the ladies see the stuff and waited. 

    Again aloud as well as through our link, Doris sighed, "Well, it looks like a bomb to me. Is everyone okay?" 

    April, Sara, and I checked in through our link as Shalina said in a rather flat, relieved tone, "We're fine. What now?" 

    Through our link, April said, 'Tell her to fire until there's nothing left of the bomb. We'll all do the same and rendezvous at ten thousand feet.' 

    Good 'nuff. I shot six more times and the bomb box ceased to exist, then I had a look at the door gadgets. Huh. Apparently just a buzzer system, nothing nefarious. Oh, well. Returning to the maintenance building, I stripped naked and hung my clothes and flight suit on a wall hook, then dropped back down the tunnel to use the GAR on the water main. 

    At the closest point in the tunnel I'd already made, I shot the wall at chest-height and flew into the yard-wide hole to burn a new tunnel just as April asked, 'Ed, where are you?' 

    'I had to tunnel under a playground. I'm going to pop a water line to make it collapse. That ought to get a crew out here to fix things.' 

    'Okay.' 

    Twenty-two shots later I struck water by nicking the big water main. One more shot was all it took to rupture the side of the pipe. Water gushed into the little tunnel as I reversed course and I became a muddy mess long before I reached the main tunnel. 

    Back in the maintenance building I checked the sink near the back wall. Water came out --though somewhat haltingly --so I scrubbed out a metal bucket, rinsed it, and used it to wash mud off myself and the GAR. Once I was relatively clean again, I put on my clothes, grabbed my other gear, and lifted through the hole in the roof at close to the speed of sound. When I reached the ladies, Atlanta and Doris were already back in their flight suits. I put mine on and we headed back to the States so Doris could report in and gather news. As we neared Dallas, I handed Sara my gadget bag, said I'd be at the farm, and veered through the night sky toward Mesquite. Stephie came running from the house as I descended, so I stopped at the apartment for the fishing pole and some bread, slung her over my shoulders, and we headed from there to the pier. When I flicked on the bug zapper at the end of the pier and parked myself in one of the plastic chairs, she hopped down and offered me loud and continuous advice as I rolled a breadball and stuck it on the hook. 

    Tossing a little bread out brought the minnows as always and I let them enthusiastically push the bits around for a time until they scattered. Stephie loudly let me know it was time. 

    Swinging the line out, I replied, "Yes, ma'am, I'm on it." When nothing happened right away, she looked at me and sounded off as if to ask, "Are you sure you're doing it right?" 

    She paced back and forth and complained again, but her tone and attitude changed instantly when the float suddenly disappeared. I again received a lot of catty advice as I took my time about reeling in the fish --a crappie, as usual --and unhooked it. As Stephie hurried to shore with her prize, I felt a presence descending. 

    Atlanta landed on my right and asked, "May I join you?" Looking at her without getting up, I replied, "I was about to wrap things up and head for bed." 

    She canted her head slightly and smiled. 

    "Like I said; may I join you?" 

    "You'd be disappointed. It's late and I plan to sleep." Moving in front of me, she said, "Plans can change." Considering how to answer, I just said, "Not tonight," as I secured the fishing line on the pole and stood up. 

    Atlanta's left eyebrow arched and her posture stiffened a bit as she peered at me and asked, "Do we have a problem?" I sighed, "No, and we don't need to create one." Turning to walk off the pier, I said, "Convertees can run for days or weeks without sleeping --if we have to --but I've discovered that if I don't get a little sleep every night I get cranky." 

    Walking alongside me, Atlanta let a few steps pass before she ventured, 

"Are you sure this isn't really about me?" 

    "Why do you think it would be about you?" 

    We reached the end of the pier and I flicked the bug zapper off in passing as she said, "I thought maybe it was about... uhm, our time in bed. Maybe you didn't get... uhm... all you'd... ah... hoped for out of things?" Glancing at her, I asked, "You mean things like licking my way up your legs? Nibbling your bush? Kissing and running my hands over every square inch of you?" I amended, "Well, almost every square inch. There are a few places I don't go." 

    Another few steps passed before she quietly answered, "Yes. Things like those." 

    Nodding, I admitted, "Yeah, well, I guess they could be some of the reason, but the main reason tonight really is to get some sleep." Atlanta stopped walking, possibly to make me stop and focus on her, but I continued on to the apartment and let myself in, stashing the fishing rod as I looked around for my coffee mug. It was on the kitchen table and I thought, 

'That's not where I want to be when she comes in,' so I grabbed my mug and headed for my bedroom. 

    Maybe I didn't close the door because I'm not used to having company at home. Maybe I didn't close it because I expect people to respect my privacy whether the door's closed or not. Or maybe I really wasn't quite finished with her and unconsciously hoped she'd continue the discussion? 

    As I set my coffee on the night table, Atlanta came to the doorway. When I looked at her, she put a hand on the door frame and her index finger tapped as she nibbled the inside of her lower lip, then she spoke. 

    "Ed, there are... uh... certain things... that..." She sighed and started over with, "There are things that... only Shalina has ever done to me." 

    "Done 'for' you," I corrected her. "Are you saying you think those things somehow belong only to her?" 

    Nibbling her lip again, she replied, "Well... yes. We've been together a long time and I..." She took a breath and sighed, "Yes. I have a problem with... sharing... those special things with anyone else." Nodding, I replied, "Believe it or not, I understand how you feel, but what's left isn't enough for me. See you tomorrow." She looked as if she wanted to say more, but after a few moments, Atlanta turned and left my doorway. I took a quick shower, parked my guns where I could reach them, and climbed into bed half-expecting her to reappear at the doorway with a few last words, but she didn't. 

    A moving presence in the apartment and a door opening far too quietly woke me up. Stephanie yelled a greeting in the other room and the angle of the sun streaming through the window shades told me it was around seven before I confirmed that impression with the bedside clock. Seven-ten. Jumping onto the bed, Stephie yelled another greeting at me as she marched around me and rubbed her face on me. I petted her and ruffled her chin as I swung my legs out of the bed and reached for my coffee mug. Atlanta came to the bedroom door in jeans and a blouse and sneakers and said, "Sorry. I tried not to wake you, but when I opened the front door, Stephie shoved me out of the way and rushed in here." As if to say 'Yeah, I sure did!', Stephie sounded off again and flumped herself on the bed by my leg, still rubbing her face against me. Atlanta giggled. 

    "She seems to think pretty highly of you." I yawned and nodded. "Yeah, most cats do. And she knows that when I go for coffee, she'll get some milk." 

    The conversation lagged as I sipped coffee, then Atlanta asked, "Uhm... do you have an extra key, Ed?" 

    "You won't need one unless you lock yourself out." 

    "You don't lock your door?" 

    "There's almost always someone at the farm. Besides, burglars would watch and wait until everyone was gone and just kick the door in or break a window, and if they do, one of the cameras'll get them." 

    Atlanta glanced around briefly and asked, "Cameras? I haven't seen any." I chuckled, "Good. They cover the grounds and the front rooms and send what they see to Doris's office." 

    She glanced away again, this time toward her bedroom, and asked, "They didn't see... uh... what we did, did they?" 

    "Nope. They cover the doors and windows in the big rooms. The idea is to get a good shot of anyone coming in, y'know." 

    Looking somewhat enlightened, Atlanta said, "Shalina will be here shortly to pick up some clothes, then we're going into Dallas for a while." For lack of a better answer, I replied, "Have a good time," then I felt a presence overhead and said, "She's here." 

    Atlanta's eyebrow went up and she looked a bit skeptical for the two seconds before the door bell rang, then her face fell into one of those 'what the hell?' expressions and she turned to look toward the front door, then went to open it. 

    Much to Stephie's dismay, I tossed off the sheet and blanket, snagged my pants off the nearby chair, and stood up to put them on as she yelled at me and resumed pacing. I flipped the blanket over her and she bumbled her way to the opening in the fold, then yelled again, turned around, and went back into the tunnel of fabric to bumble some more. 

    Trailing a finger along the edge of the fold got her attention instantly. She made a frantic grab for it, then kept grabbing as I moved the finger around her. I heard soft laughter from the doorway and saw Shalina come to the door and lean on the door jamb as she watched our game. 

    Her position made various muscles in her legs stretch beautifully and my gaze continued up past her crossed arms to her face. Oddly enough, in that sidelong morning light she sort of looked like someone from the movies and I let my mind try to remember who from what movie as I said, "Hi, there, blonde goddess lady. You're looking very... fit... this morning." Laughing again as Stephie finally caught my finger and I rumpled the blanket around her, Shalina said, "So are you. Is this a morning ritual?" 

    "No, just a spur of the moment thing." 

    Stephie struggled free of the blanket, stood up, and yelled a greeting at Shalina, who said, "Good morning to you, too, Stephie," and levered herself off the door jamb to reach across the bed and pet her. 

    Watching her move with athletic grace as I put on my shoes, I said, "I've always liked those uniforms," and that's when the name came to me. Susan Anton. A movie? Yes. 'Golden Girl' or something like that. Had it involved cloning? No. Something about engineering better people, though. I think. Damn. She probably kept me from noticing much else about the movie. Hollywood probably counts on that effect more often than we'd like to believe. It might even account for some of the crappy scripts. 

    Shalina chuckled softly, "You're staring at me." 

    "Yup. No excuses. You'd make a wonderful shower toy." Snorting a bark of laughter, she stood straight and looked at me as I put on my shirt and filled my holsters. "First you call me a goddess, then a shower toy. Which is it?" 

    Meeting her gaze, I asked, "Why limit yourself? You can multitask," then I headed for the kitchen with my mug as I asked, "Will you ladies want coffee? I can put a pot on." 

    Atlanta entered with an armload of clothes as I asked about coffee. She said, "No, thanks. We're going to meet Doris at her house as soon as Shalina picks an outfit." 

    As she bustled past us to her bedroom, I noted that Shalina looked a bit surprised. She glanced at me questioningly, then followed Atlanta into the bedroom, where Atlanta was quickly and matter-of-factly laying clothes on the bed. Once she'd laid the last outfit down and straightened it, she reached over to close the bedroom door without looking beyond it. Hm. Whatever. I put milk down for Stephie, made a coffee in my mug, and flicked on the computer to check email and groups. Half a dozen book orders and someone calling himself 'Ragnar' asking if I knew what had happened to Sandline, Inc. 

    I wrote back that their website was still up and suggested Google for more info. As I filled the book orders, a new message appeared in my inbox. In the reflection from my screen, I saw Shalina come to stand behind me. I started to turn around, but she said, "No, go ahead with what you're doing. I'm just waiting for Atlanta." 

    I finished processing the orders, then found another message from Ragnar which read, "You used my father as a character in your novel 'Dragonfly Run'. I'm considering retaining a solicitor." 

    "Which character?" I replied, then I did some searches on Ragnar's email address and British ISP, which was located in London. Hm. That didn't narrow things much; over half the people I'd known back then were from Britain. Ragnar's reply was, "Leftenant Kress. I'm not at all happy with the way you portrayed him." 

    Sigh. Figured. I sent, "His real name was..?" 

    "John Crestman Tennant." 

    Blink. That surprised me. The name was wrong. I said so and waited for a reply, which was, "I fully expected you to say that. You'll hear from my solicitor." 

    Shrug. I typed, "Okay," and hit 'send'. 

    Shalina chuckled, "Does this sort of thing happen often?" I turned to look at her and studied her medium-blue skirt and jacket outfit as I said, "Nope. Fact is, it's only happened three times since the book came out. Two people thought I'd used them. One was happy and one wasn't. Another one thought I'd used his sister as an Israeli character and just wanted to know for sure." 

    After a moment, Shalina asked, "Well? Did you?" 

    "Milady, I'm the only one who needs to know that unless one of them takes me to court." 

    She pointed at the screen and I turned to see another message in my inbox. Ragnar again. 

    It read, "If not my father, who do you wish me to believe you used as a model for that character?" 

    Borrowing my answer to Shalina, I typed, "I'm the only one who needs to know that unless you take me to court. Over and out," and hit the 'send' 

button, then logged out. 

    Shalina asked, "What if this one decides to do it?" 

    "Then he'll find out the guy's name wasn't Tennant." 
Chapter Twenty-two

    Atlanta came out of the bedroom in a pastel-blue version of Shalina's outfit and came to stand beside her. I pointed at her relatively tiny strapless purse and asked, "Why do they call them 'pocketbooks'? They won't fit in a pocket and they aren't books." Noddingly indicating Shalina's shoulder-slung purse, I said, "You need something like that, ma'am." In a cool tone, she replied, "I'd prefer to make decisions about my wardrobe, if you don't mind." 

    "Okay. No problem. Where's your flight suit?" 

    "In the bedroom." 

    "Uh, huh. And where will it be if you need it today?" Her gaze narrowed. "I won't need it." 

    Looking at Shalina, I asked, "Got room in your bag for a flight suit, ma'am?" 

    Atlanta insisted, "I won't need it, damn it." Shalina parked her butt against my computer desk and asked, "Do you know something we don't?" 

    I laughed, "Well, I know the Fates seem to take great pleasure in springing things on us when we're least prepared. We messed up somebody's grand plan last night. Is there any possibility they might want some measure of revenge? How much preliminary warning did we have for that earthquake?" Looking a little pissed, Atlanta went to the bedroom and came back with a larger purse slung over her shoulder. Without a word, she strode firmly past us to the front door. 

    Shalina levered herself off the desk and said, "Later, Ed," and I watched her fabulous legs flash in the morning sunshine as she crossed the room. I looked up to find Atlanta giving me what I can only call a glowering look as she opened the door. 

    Oh, well. I turned to face the computer and realized I didn't really want to mess with it right then. In fact, I felt an urge to get the hell out of the apartment. I turned off the computer and stood up looking for Stephie and saw her licking the last of the milk out of her bowl, so I stuck a flight bag in my back pocket, sipped coffee, and waited until she'd finished, then rinsed the bowl and stuck it in the dishwasher. Stephie hopped onto the kitchen table and I set my coffee on the counter, scooped her up, and headed outside. Petting her as I set her on the porch, I asked, "You gonna be around later, ma'am?" 

    Having been addressed, she happily replied, "Yahhh!" Petting her again, I said, "Good deal. See you then," and lifted away to make a circuit around the farm. The fences were all intact, even those near the new condos down the hill behind the pond. I dropped into the scrub oaks below the fence and studied the area where our visitors of yesterday and last night had come up the hill. 

    Investigators from Doris's office had already been there, of course, and from the myriad small footprints, so had a bunch of kids. There was nothing left to see, so I lifted a few thousand feet, stripped and stuffed my clothes and guns into the flight bag, and then continued into space, where I established a sloppy orbit a quarter of the way to the moon and spent a few hours stargazing, dozing, and basking in direct sunlight. A faint presence roused me and I thought one of the ladies was somewhere fairly nearby, but I didn't see anybody. The presence seemed to get closer by the moment and I let myself tumble and studied all directions to try to spot her, but even when the presence seemed to be almost on top of me and I was staring in the direction of the strongest sensation, I saw nobody in my immediate vicinity. 

    Then I saw one of the satellites I was using as visual references seemingly hop back and forth. Huh? Satellites don't hop. I killed my tumble to continue watching it and it hopped again almost immediately. Clouds and coastlines below also seemed to waffle a bit. Time to phone home. Sending a link to April, Sara, and Doris, I didn't bother trying to explain what I'd seen; I just sent mental images. April and Sara instantly went to battle stations and tried to reply at the same time, then Sara said, 

'Go ahead, April. I'll try to get a fix on them.' 

    April said, 'Okay. Ed, that was a vessel in stealth mode. Can you keep it in sight?' 

    'I think so, if it doesn't do anything too squirrelly.' 

    'Good. Try to stay a few miles behind it and let me see what you see until I tell you to stop. I'm on my way up.' 

    'You got it.' 

    'Great. Sara and Doris, no talking to him. No distractions.' 

    Sara replied, 'No problem. We can barely track it at all; if he can do better, more power to him.' 

    I kept the link open as I tailed the craft during its descent toward Earth. We'd begun to enter what I called the 'satellite zone' --stuff orbiting within a thousand miles or so of Earth --when something caught up with and passed me as a shining blur and the ship ahead suddenly became visible. 

    It was black, had stubby little wings, and kind of looked like a fighter jet in other respects. April whizzed to a stop beneath it and quickly reached through its hull in two places near the front, then zipped over to join me as she linked. 

    'I've disabled their weapons and drive. Sara, send them an invitation to surrender.' 

    'Will do.' 

    We heard her say aloud, "Aktion vessel, this is..." but that was as far as she got. The craft in front of us became a ball of plasma that engulfed April and me almost instantly. My flight bag simply disappeared and I knew that if my previous encounter with a nuke hadn't enhanced me somewhat, I'd have disappeared right along with it. 

    I felt burned all over and couldn't see a damned thing as I sent, 'April! 

Are you okay?!' 

    She replied, 'Yes! Are you?' 

    'I can't see and I think I'm burned. Feels like it, anyway. Check me out.' 

    Doris said very slowly, 'April, get him to Lab Two. You're both talking like chipmunks. How close were you?' 

    April replied almost as slowly, 'Maybe five miles. Ed, you're red as a beet all over, but otherwise you seem okay. Can you see my hand?' 

    Huh. Couldn't see a damned thing but the afterimage of the blast. I shook my head and said, 'No.' 

    I felt her take my hand as she asked, 'Does this hurt?' 

    It did, but only the way having a sunburn touched hurt. 

    'Not much,' I said, 'Lead the way.' 

    She said, 'Okay,' and let me see what she was seeing as she got us moving. When we entered the atmosphere, I realized there were two more presences near me. 

    'Prob'ly a good idea, ma'am. How's my skin holding up? I'm only asking

'cuz I can't feel your hand anymore.' 

    'It's still there, but just as red. How are your eyes?' 

    Canceling her visual link for a moment, all I saw was a blot of brightness. Linking back to her, I said, 'No change. Still can't see a damned thing. Who's here? Sara and Doris or Shalina and Atlanta?' 

    I felt her startlement as she resumed the visual link and said, 'Shalina and Atlanta. They aren't touching me, Ed. How'd you know anyone else was up here with us?' 

    'Just did, same as I know when you're nearby.' 

    It became possible to breath fairly normally, and as soon as it did, Shalina asked in a very slow manner, "How is he?" Speaking somewhat more quickly, April replied, "Blind and burned. Maybe worse. We were only five miles away." 

    Shalina slowly yelped, "Oh, hell! He's lucky to be here at all! Ed, can you hear me?" 

    "I can hear you fine, ma'am. I'm blind, not deaf." 

    "What the hell were you doing up there?" 

    What the hell, indeed. I said, "Tanning, ma'am." She must have had trouble understanding me. I heard April say, "He said he was tanning, Shalina. Tan-ning." 

    Atlanta snorted a laugh and choked it off, then sobbed, "Oh, I'm so sorry!" 

    April said, "You shouldn't be. He was making a joke." 

    "Well he shouldn't be making jokes like that, damn it! Just look at him!" Speaking slowly, I said, "I know my condition, lady. Shalina, take Atlanta back to the apartment, please. I really don't need that level of concern right now." 

    Atlanta yelped, "What?!" 

    Shalina said, "Okay, Ed. April, keep us posted, please?" 

    "I'll do that." 

    Atlanta responded with, "But..!" and that's as far as she got with whatever she was going to say. Two of the presences became more distant by the moment as April asked, "Was it necessary to send her away like that?" 

    "Yes, it was. I'm worried enough without her help." 

    "You'll be okay, Ed." 

    "You've seen this happen before?" 

    "Well, no, but..." 

    I interrupted, "Then no platitudes, okay? Let's just... 'see'... how things turn out. And why are we landing? If we're hot, we'll have to buzz it off before anyone can do anything." 

    After a moment, April replied, "We're landing because I want a medical opinion about your condition. The ground's getting close. We'll land on three. One... two... three." 

    She let go of my hand and her view of things was just different enough to make me stumble when we touched down. A dozen or so people in rad suits surrounded us and someone handed me a set of paper pajamas as someone with a yellow C-70 detector said, "Jesus! He's off the scale! So are you! What the hell happened?!" 

    "An antimatter blast. It blinded him. Let's get downstairs and have someone check his eyes." 

    She was talking to people, but her words and voice sounded almost normal. I must be adapting to the extra power. 

    A woman standing by one of the lab's golf carts raised a hand and said in a commanding tone, "Everybody just hold it a second. He's alert and functional. Look at those numbers, people. There's not a damned thing anyone here can do for him until we can spend more than five minutes a day with him, so check him over quick and let them get going." 

    Her voice was familiar and I tried to place it as a guy asked, "What? 

Going where?" 

    "Anywhere but here as fast as possible, and if you don't know how supers get rid of excess energy, what the hell are you doing out here with us?" Got it. She'd been the lady colonel on the ground when I'd searched the 747 for the nuke. What was she doing here? Had she parlayed her involvement into an assignment? 

    I was being poked, swabbed, and examined as I laughed, "I think I like her, April." Pretending I couldn't see her through April's eyes, I asked, "Do you know her? Is she cute?" 

    The woman snapped, "Hell, yes, I'm cute. I'm Colonel Joan Belmont, your Air Force liaison, and I'm downright gorgeous." Looking at one of the people studying my back, she asked, "Well, Miller?" 

    A woman's voice behind me stated, "He's in one piece, he's breathing, and he's standing on his own. If you want more than that, we'll have to take him to the lab." 

    "Good enough." Turning to April and me, Belmont said, "You heard her. The quicker you burn off those rads, the quicker we can take him downstairs." Something occurred to me and I asked, "Which takes more energy, ma'am; moving something that doesn't want to be moved or maintaining a constant velocity in space?" 

    Colonel Belmont said, "I can answer that. You'll expend more energy trying to move something capable of resistance. What do you have in mind, sir?" 

    "Me trying to move April. Back-to-back, full power." Someone muttered, "Oh, this I gotta see!" 

    Belmont's eyebrow went up and she turned to say, "You're supposed to be a scientist? Do you have any idea how much heat they'll generate? It'll be like looking at the sun." 

    Turning back to us, she said, "This might be something best done outside the atmosphere." 

    "She's right," said April, "Sara and I wrestled once and left tektites and a temporary gravity anomaly in the desert." 

    I asked, "Were you ladies fighting over me, ma'am?" and there were snorts and chuckles here and there around us. 

    "Sorry," she replied, "But we were practicing some of what you'd taught us, if that helps any." 

    "No," I sighed, "Not really. Miz Bigshot Colonel, there, just threw us off the planet, so I guess we oughta get moving." 

    More chuckles from the group. Good. 

    "Okay," said April, taking my hand, "Up we go." We lifted and picked up speed once we reached ten miles of altitude or so. Through a link, April asked, 'Why all the comedy down there, Ed?' 

    'If I'm still blind when we get back, I'll want lots of willing cooperation. Not sympathy. Real cooperation.' 

    Through our link I saw us leave the atmosphere. April added speed again as she asked, 'What kind of cooperation are you talking about?' 

    'Any kind. Every kind. And lots of patience.' 

    She made no reply and a few moments later, Sara linked in and asked for a sitrep. I added Doris to our link and she immediately asked for a report, too. April filled them in on our intentions and Doris swore softly as she wished yet again her conversion had included flight. 

    Sara said, 'All you could do is watch from a safe distance, Doris. We need to stay clean enough to be around other people, so this has to be strictly between them.' 

    April said, 'I think we'll take this halfway to the moon to avoid interfering with satellites. Energy conversions can generate EMP bursts.' 

    Doris and Sara agreed and there was silence over the link for a few moments, then Doris said, 'Shelby's here,' and added softly, 'Good luck,' then dropped her link. 

    I asked, 'Shelby?' and April said, 'The new head-Fed in their Dallas liaison unit. Martin left two months ago.' 

    'A good guy or a jerk?' 

    'He's fond of saying that people are either tools or fools. What does that tell you?' 

    'That he's not going to be very useful and that he may even be underfoot or in the way too damned often.' 

    Grinning, April said, 'Right on the first guess. We're far enough out, I think. Ready?' 

    'Sure. Push first or pull?' 

    'Pull first. I hate to say it, but I'm not sure your skin is up to pushing yet. You're still red as hell.' 

    'Reason enough for me. Lock wrists and feet together?' 

    'That would be a good starting point.' 

    We locked our grips around each others' wrists and brought our feet up, put them sole-to-sole, and I began pulling as if to try to straighten myself out as April did the same. She matched my efforts almost exactly and we both kept a close watch on the skin of my wrists for a time, then our points of contact began to glow with heat. 

    As we continued pulling against each other, I said, 'Guess I might not crack and peel after all.' 

    'Apparently not. Let's continue like this for a while, though, just to be careful.' 

    'Fine with me. I kind of like looking at you, y'know.' 

    She rolled her eyes with a small wry grin before my words really sank in and she froze, then gave me a narrow, sharp look. I knew it was a narrow, sharp look because I could feel it through our link as she eyed me. Sara snickered, 'Good one, Ed. Kind of tacky, though. You two seem to have things... um... in hand, so to speak... so I'm going back to work on these long-range sensors. Later.' 

    She dropped the link and April pulled hard, hauling me forward so my face slammed into her thighs. 

    'Oh, sorry,' she said, 'Guess I don't know my own strength.' 

    'Uh, huh. You and Bullwinkle the Moose. Good thing there was a hefty layer of padding down there.' 

    'What?! Why, you..!' She pulled again and our previous efforts were dwarfed in comparison as we hauled against each other's core strengths. I resisted her until I felt I was getting close to my own limits, then let April pull me slowly forward. I could feel her total surprise at how much effort she'd had to put into moving me at all and waited to hear what she'd have to say. 

    She sat up and looked at me and I saw myself give her a mildly questioning look in return as her feeling of surprise continued through our link. After a moment, she said, 'Ed, I'd say you're up to almost half my strength. Maybe a little more than that.' 

    I shrugged. 'Sounds fine to me. I'll happily give it up to get my eyes working again. Ready?' 

    'Just a minute. You think that's what'll happen? That your sight will come back if we get rid of some energy?' 

    'It's what I'd prefer to think at the moment. You saw how Shalina's bullet wound healed after she got some of that gold off. I'd also like to think the retrovirus you gave me is still capable of making adjustments according to the original DNA and RNA patterns.' 

    A moment of silence passed, then she said, 'As I was told, it goes dormant after a conversion, Ed, but you've made me remember something else. I hate to pry, but did you happen to... achieve... a dose of Atlanta's virus?' 

    Hm. She must have had a good reason for asking that, so I answered, 'No. She just wanted me to mount up and get to it. I never got to play beforehand.' 

    Nodding, she sent a link to Sara and asked, 'Sara, when did they change the conversion virus? Before or after we received our graduation rites?' 

    'Rites?' I asked, 'I thought you ladies were born super.' 

    'We are, but along with our training, we receive periodic... upgrades... and they're carried into us by the same retrovirus used in our conversions of Terrans.' 

    Seeming somewhat surprised that April was discussing such things with me, Sara replied, 'That change occurred sometime around what would have been 1640

here. Why?' 

    April said, 'Because if I recall correctly, they changed the base virus strain, too,' and suddenly I realized what April had in mind. If my current conversion virus was dormant, introducing an older conversion virus might literally 'reformat' me according to what the older virus version found in my DNA and RNA. If so, it would try to repair any damage it found. But what would it do about the changes that had been made to me by the first conversion virus? 

    Sara caught my thought and said, 'Possibly nothing. When a protector turned her planet over to a new protector two centuries ago, the new one upgraded the old one's convertees using the new retrovirus. As I recall from what I read about it, their abilities were all retained and improved.' 

    April said warily, 'But nobody's tried downgrading that I know of. We really don't know what will happen.' 

    With a generous measure of enthusiasm, I said, 'April, I flatly don't care what will happen if there's a chance to get my sight back. As soon as we get our radiation levels down, I'd like a chat with Shalina. Ready to try back-to-back?' 

    Grinning, she replied, 'Well, you haven't come apart at the seams yet, so I guess we could try that.' 

    If you want to generate some power, get your legs into it. We turned back to back and locked our arms together to provide some stability and control, then exerted our flying abilities against each other. My lab-issue pajamas couldn't actually burn in space, but the fabric between us ceased to exist as the heat from our contact rose. 

    At some point, our radiated heat made the rest of my pj's disappear and I glanced down to see bright white light reflecting off my legs and feet... Oh, hell, not my legs and feet. My legs never looked that good. Sara snickered again and April managed a chuckle as she strained against me and sent, 'Thanks,' through our link. 

    'You're welcome,' I sent back, 'They really are damned fine, ma'am. Thanks for the peek.' 

    'People are reporting a UFO,' said Sara, 'You two are putting out enough light to be visible from the ground.' Someone near her said, "Look at this," and she let us see through her eyes as he showed her a screen. On it was a view of the night sky from some camera's viewpoint, and that camera was focused on a bright light far above the Earth. 

    Marveling a bit, Sara said, 'Without a telescope, people may think you're a bright spot on the moon. Hey, Ed, have you figured out how you'll know when it's safe to come back?' 

    I laughed, 'Sure. I'll be too tired to do anything but fall,' then I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth, and put all I had into trying to move April. 
Chapter Twenty-three

    April and I continued straining against each other for what seemed like one helluva long time, then she called a halt as she looked down and showed me a view of the back of my arm. As we turned around, I seemed to see myself from two different angles and realized that one of the views was rather vague. 

    'April, stop your visual link for a minute and let me send mine to you. Tell me this isn't my imagination.' 

    She did so and her sense of wonder and tentative relief flooded back to me as she almost yelled through our link, 'Ed! Your sight... You're seeing!' She linked to Sara and Doris and shared the moment's excitement. With cautious happiness, I put in, 'Yeah, but it's like looking through a really dirty window.' 

    Sara sent, 'But you're seeing again, damn it! You're seeing!' 

    In fact, my vision had continued to clear and I was now able to vaguely see some of the brighter stars around us, though space between them still seemed cloudy grey rather than black. I sent my view of the moon to the ladies. 

    'Getting better. Maybe we just had to get the radiation down some to give things a chance to... well, fix themselves.' 

    Doris said, 'But from what April and Sara have said, body repair takes a lot of energy. The protector who had both legs broken on Almair needed all the energy from a ship's engine for over a week.' 

    April locked wrists with me again and pulled as she said, 'You can't give people a month's supply of vitamins at once; they need doses they can use. Too much can be poisonous.' 

    Another fifteen minutes or so of pulling hard against each other as we chatted seemed to have the desired effect; my vision continued to clear until it seemed about normal. April suggested we keep at it a little while longer on general principles and we returned to our back-to-back position until she said I'd had enough. I was worn out, tired enough that I'd have taken a break soon even if she hadn't called for one. 

    'Well,' said April, 'That ought to mean you're clean, even if I'm not. If my readings are still too high, I'll just run off whatever's left.' 

    On our way back to Lab Two, she seemed to start to say something through our individual link, then didn't. I asked what was on her mind and she glanced at me as we neared the ground, then nibbled her lower lip as she sent, 'Ed, you and Doris aren't average convertees any more. We have no idea how Shalina's virus might deal with your enhancements of our virus's conversions.' 

    That suited me. I'd liked things just fine the way they'd been. I asked, 

'You want to see what your virus will do for her before she makes any more enhancees, huh?' 

    She nodded. 'Yes, and I particularly want to see what it does to or for Atlanta.' 

    Doris asked, 'Before we shut down this line of thought... Is there any possibility that Shalina's virus might remake me with the ability to fly? Or that another dose of your virus after hers might do that? I'd be willing to take the chance, April. Very willing, in fact.' 

    We landed amid another --or perhaps the same --group of rad-suited technicians who issued me another set of pajamas and excitedly waved rad counters at us. After we'd greeted them and let them begin studying my skin and eyes, Sara said, 'That method's doubtful, Doris, but I may have an idea that might not be if Ed or Atlanta will donate some tissue to an experiment.' 

    Shrugging, I answered, 'Sure, lady. Grab your big knife and a zip-lock baggie. I'll be downstairs as soon as this herd of techs lets me come inside the complex.' 

    She chuckled and I felt a flash of gratitude from Doris as Sara said, 

'Sorry to lessen the drama, but it won't involve a knife; just some gold to soften things up enough to get a biopsy needle into your flight organ. I'm going to try to cross-culture a sample with tissue from Doris and put it where it needs to be. If the culture takes hold in her at all, Shalina's virus will find it and may think it's repairing the organ.' 

    To April, I said, 'I told you she was kinda smart, didn't I?' 

    April grinned as Doris asked with a generous level of cautious enthusiasm, 

'Do you really think that'll work?' 

    Sara replied, 'Can't hurt to try it. The worst that'll happen is tissue rejection.' 

    I wondered why this idea hadn't occurred to her before and decided not to ask. How many times had I not thought of something or thought it to be unnecessarily risky and not mentioned it to anyone? Some empathic version of my thoughts must have leaked across our link. 

    Sara said, 'I wasn't trained as a geneticist before we came here, Ed. I've only studied on Earth.' 

    Sending her a mental shrug, I said, 'No criticism here, ma'am. I haven't studied genetics at all.' 

    'Maybe not, but you tend to come up with interesting ideas. I'd like to talk with Shalina before we proceed.' 

    Our gaggle of techs pronounced us clean and unsuited for a closer look at me. After some further study, a woman in the group quietly remarked to another woman that I 'had skin to die for' and they shared quiet amusement as the radiation tech came to have a look for herself. 

    She ran her fingers down my arm and said somberly, "Yes, Janet, I think you may be right," then they turned away as if comparing notes on a clipboard Janet held. The other woman seemed to be having trouble containing a giggle as they moved toward a golf cart. 

    As April and I walked toward the down ramp together, she said, "You seem to have acquired a fan club." 

    "Seems so. Today the ladies in the lab, tomorrow the world, ma'am. Have you sent in your membership dues yet?" 

    "They're in the mail, of course. How are your eyes now?" 

    "About what they were, I think. Close to it, anyway. Thanks --a lot -for letting me borrow yours today." She leaned to kiss my cheek and smiled before allowing herself to be led away by some of the techs. Another group led me to a different lab and Doc Mesinger checked my eyes. He asked if I was still seeing a bright spot, then had me read some charts and name some colors on a bar graph. Half an hour later he shrugged, wiped his glasses, and said he wished he had my eyes. Other people had questions about the ship I'd seen, but I deferred most of them to April and Sara. Something like an hour after I'd walked down the ramp with April, I was ready to get clear of everyone and find a coffee pot. As if she was reading my mind, Dr. Lang of both research and security operations stepped toward me through the group and said softly, "You look tired, Ed. Come to my office and I'll put on some coffee." Giving her a raised eyebrow, I asked, "You planning to interrogate me, officer-doctor Lang?" 

    Shaking her head, she smiled. "No. In fact, I have somewhere else to be shortly." 

    I thought about it, then replied, "Nah. Thanks anyway, but I'm only a few minutes from home. Might as well go if everyone here's finished tossing me questions I can't answer." 

    Lang looked around the group in a manner that seemed to dare anyone to speak, then nodded. "Clear it with Sara, then go. We know where to find you if we need you." 

    Taking her hand for a kiss, I said, "Thank you, milady," and linked to Sara as I checked out a new flight suit and bag and headed for the elevator. Sara said she'd have everybody compare and distill their questions before I met any of them again and told me to get some rest. 

    Once I was above ground, I headed into the sky in a high eastward arc and realized just how tired I really was. I shed my flight suit and lab-issue pajamas and bagged them, then headed for near space to try for the second time that day to grab some sunshine. Figuring that NASA wouldn't knowingly put one of their toys in the path of orbital junk that might shred it, I matched speed with some kind of satellite and parked myself next to it on the side away from Earth. 

    An hour later something hit my left shoulder and sent a shockwave all the way to my feet. The impact sent me spinning away from the satellite and my flight bag and a massive adrenalin rush made me suddenly feel much less tired. I rubbed my shoulder hoping not to feel a gaping hole. When I didn't find one, I relocated the satellite, grabbed my flight bag, and headed down to Earth. The adrenalin rush wore off quickly and I realized that despite having charged in direct sunlight for a while, I was still unusually tired. I hoped that Atlanta wouldn't be at the apartment when I arrived, but as I neared the farm, I saw her talking to Shalina near the storage pod. Aw, hell. I really wasn't in the mood for company. Circling around the two low hills beyond the farm, I came in low and fast behind the barn, let myself into the apartment, and closed the bedroom door before climbing into bed. Sure, either or both of them had likely heard me, but they were smart enough to take a hint. 

    Reaching to switch the alarm clock on the night table to 'off', I noted it wasn't quite noon. Damn, what a morning. I relaxed and concentrated on mentally replaying one of my favorite classical violin works; Tchaikovsky's concerto in D, opus 35. The light complexity of the piece drove other thoughts away and I soon quietly realized I was on the edge of sleep. I couldn't tell exactly when I slipped from being awake to asleep, but I for damned sure knew when I woke up. Some small, odd noise had me sitting up in the bed, listening hard. The sun was streaming through my windows and I glanced at the bedside clock. It read 10:09. The noise came again. A rustle and a soft 'flump' sort of sound. 

    Looking through the wall, I saw Atlanta unfolding the pod's flight cover. She lifted above the pod and tossed the cover over it, then adjusted the hang of the fabric and began sealing the closures. I got out of bed and dressed, then went outside. 

    Atlanta seemed surprised to see me. She stopped what she was doing and asked, "When did you get up?" 

    "Just now. I seem to have slept quite a while." 

    "Yes, you did. Almost twenty-four hours. You'd better let April and Sara know you're awake." 

    "If they'd been worried, I'd have wakened in the lab's clinic. I'll tell them while I have some coffee. Sorry I didn't stop to visit on my way to bed, but I wasn't up to having company." 

    Nodding, she continued sealing flaps and replied, "Yeah, we could tell by the way you sneaked into the house." 

    Hm. Her tone and the way she slapped the flaps into place told me there was a problem, but I decided it would be hers alone and said, "Sorry I didn't take some time with you, but I needed to get flat pretty much right away. Where's Shalina?" 

    "At one of the labs." 

    "Let me wake up a bit more and I'll help with the pod." She glanced up at me, then returned to sealing as she said, "No, thanks. It's only going as far as north Dallas." Leaving the doors unsealed, she said, 

"I'll just get the rest of our things, then I'll be on my way." Whatever. Time and working together now and then might improve our relationship. Discussing it now likely wouldn't. I held the door for her and we entered the apartment, where I headed for the kitchen as she headed for her bedroom. 

    When I had some coffee, I sent links to the ladies. 

    Doris responded with, 'It's about time you climbed out of bed. Welcome back to the world.' 

    Sara asked, 'How do you feel after all that sleep?' 

    'Better, but kind of groggy. Fact is, I might still be asleep if Atlanta hadn't made some odd noises outside. She's putting the last of their stuff in the pod.' 

    April said, 'They're moving to your old farmhouse. Atlanta loved the place the moment she saw it. Uhm... Ed, we kind of talked about you a little over dinner last night... Did Atlanta seem a little... uhm... distant... this morning?' 

    Since nothing intimate had been said, I saw no reason not to simply replay my memories of that meeting. After seeing how Atlanta had responded to me, Doris sighed. 

    'Thought so,' she said, 'I wasn't sure, but...' 

    Atlanta crossed the apartment with a double armload of clothes as I sipped coffee and asked, 'Thought what, ma'am?' 

    April said, 'We discussed your conversion, among other things. When I joked about how you worried that the retrovirus might undo your vasectomy, Atlanta sort of froze and stared at me for a moment.' 

    I considered how to respond to that and settled for, 'There are other convertees she can use for that.' 

    Sara said, 'But they don't fly and they aren't half as strong as a protector.' 

    Half? Fact or guesstimate? I asked, 'Half? You sure?' 

    April said, 'Close to it, one way or the other. I had to actually work a bit to stay in place up there.' 

    Sending a mental shrug, I replied, 'Well, still, other things count a helluva lot more toward being some kid's daddy.' Then it occurred to me to ask, 'Or would the guy ever even get the chance to try to be a daddy?' 

    'Probably not in the traditional sense,' said Sara, 'Though he might be invited to visit or even live with them.' 

    'Living with them would work, I think, if the guy didn't mind being a number two husband --or less --in the relationship. Shalina would still be head of the household and some guys might have trouble with that.' Shrugging again, I sent, 'Doesn't matter. I'm out of the running for the job.' 

    Sara snickered, 'Oh, I don't know about that. If we can collect a tissue sample, we can collect other things. I could tap your testicles for a bit of sperm and...' 

    I interrupted with, 'You know so much better than that, lady. It would take all three of you to hold me down. Who'd draw the sample?' 

    They laughed and Sara said she'd keep her biggest needles ready in case I changed my mind. Atlanta came back in and I let the ladies see her tight glance at me on her way to the bedroom. Doris said she thought Atlanta's attitude toward me might improve with time and Sara agreed. April said her ten-thirty appointment had arrived and asked if I'd be coming to the lab today. 

    'Yes,' I answered, 'I still feel kind of tired and it takes longer to charge in sunlight than it used to. I'd like to use the lab charger and your weight room.' 

    Sara said she'd pencil me in and Doris laughingly sent a mental picture of the three of them holding me down as Atlanta hovered above me with a giant syringe before she dropped her link. April and Sara laughed as they also dropped out of contact. Hm. To paraphrase somebody or other, 'Such friends as these...' 

    Atlanta marched through the apartment with more stuff and Stephie came running in when she opened the front door. I started to get up to put a bowl of milk down for her, but she hopped into my lap, looked at me nose-to-nose, and yelled at me. I could feel her concern as I petted her. Giving her a little hug, as well, I said, "I'm fine, Stephie. I just needed a little more sleep than usual." 

    She settled into my lap and sounded off again, then began to purr loudly. Okay, I could sit a while longer. Sipping coffee and petting her, I put my feet up on another chair. When Atlanta came back in, she stopped just inside the doorway. 

    "I can hear her purring all the way over here." 

    "Stephie has an industrial-grade motor, ma'am." 

    "I guess she must have. She certainly looks comfortable enough there. Has she had her milk yet?" 

    "Nope. She hopped up here and hasn't let me up since." Coming into the kitchen, Atlanta got the milk out and put some in a bowl, then put the bowl in its usual spot by the fridge and put the milk back. When she looked at Stephanie, the cat simply sounded off and continued kneading my leg as I ruffled her chin. 

    I said, "That was a thank-you." 

    Atlanta canted her head slightly as she studied Stephie, then said, "So this isn't reward-generating behavior." 

    Shrugging, I said, "Guess that depends on how you look at it. She's getting attention from someone she likes. Sometimes that sort of thing can be more important than food." 

    Shifting her gaze to me, Atlanta asked, "Are you trying to tell me something?" 

    Shaking my head, I replied, "No hidden meanings, ma'am. Sometimes things actually are what they seem to be. Can we still be friends? We're likely to have to work together now and then, y'know." 

    After a moment, Atlanta replied, "Acquaintances for now, I think. Maybe friends later." 

    I nodded. "Good 'nuff. Want some coffee? I made a pot." Glancing at her watch, Atlanta shook her head. "No, thanks, I'm supposed to meet a contractor at the farm and I'll be lucky to make it on time as it is." 

    "So go ahead. I'll bring the pod when Stephie finally lets me out of this chair." 

    She snorted a chuckle. "That could be a while. She looks pretty happy there." Atlanta sighed, then said, "Ed, there are some things I wanted to say... but now I'm not sure they were the right things and this definitely isn't the right time. I'll take you up on your offer to deliver the pod, if you don't mind." 

    "No problem. Stephie can't ignore that milk forever." 

    "Thanks." After reaching to pet Stephie and say goodbye to her, Atlanta headed for the door. I felt her lift and become steadily more distant, then returned my attention to Stephie until she'd had enough for the moment and hopped down to have some milk. 

    I freshened my coffee and waited until she'd finished, then she accompanied me outside, where she saw something near the pier that caught her attention. It wasn't a snake, so I turned my attention to the pod, carefully picking it up and lifting toward north Dallas. 

    At a convenience store a few miles from the farm I spotted something unusual; a man approaching the store's doors suddenly raised his hands, then darted away from the doors and around the building. He produced a phone, fumblingly dropped it and picked it up, and then began to dial. I looked inside the store and saw an overhead view of four people lying on the floor and a man holding a gun on a clerk as the clerk handed him money. The gunman first backed away from the counter, nearly stepping on one of the prone people, then ran for the door. As soon as the door opened, I focused on the front of his baggy, hooded sweatshirt where it met his pants and the shirt burst into flames as he ran toward a blue car. 

    He realized he was on fire and stopped to try to decide what to do; he'd have to let go of the money or the gun --or both --to beat out the flames, but that apparently didn't immediately occur to him. He smacked his chest with his money hand a few times, tried to pocket the money and couldn't seem to make that happen, then tried to jam the gun into his back pocket. There was a flash and a little smoke and the guy's right leg collapsed under him. He seemed to scream at the sky as he dropped the gun and fell to the pavement. It made me chuckle to watch him clutch his leg with his gun hand and try to beat the flames out with his money hand, but that didn't last long. Two customers and the clerk came outside. One of the customers took custody of the gun as the clerk used her jacket to smother the flames. The man I'd seen using his phone cautiously approached the scene as a couple of cop cars approached the store from the east. 

    I felt a presence approaching from above and west as I got underway again and Shalina shortly appeared beside me, a wide grin on her face. She chuckled, "That was an interesting solution, Ed." Sharing her grin, I nodded. "Yes'm, I thought so, too. Do you have any idea how good you look in that uniform?" 

    Looking up at the pod above me, she said, "Yes, I do, but thanks. I take it you and Atlanta talked this morning?" 

    "Briefly. I wasn't completely forgiven, though, and I think there's more to her unhappiness with me than being sent away while I was blind." Shalina gave me a raised eyebrow and asked, "What else would it be?" 

    "The way she used me. I was a stud, ma'am. Maybe a fun stud, but all she wanted from me was injection therapy." 

    Laughing as she repeated 'injection therapy', Shalina asked, "Is that so strange? Isn't that all most men want anyway?" 

    "Could be. Doesn't matter; I like to play a lot first." Still grinning, she asked, "So you felt deprived?" I gave her a flat look and replied, "Yup. Didn't get to kiss, lick, or nibble. Not even a little fondling. She had me just mount up and ride." The farm was just ahead and I slowed down to finish saying what was on my mind. 

"That's not good enough for me, ma'am. Not to offend, but I'd already decided our first time would be our last time. A beautiful, willing woman is a playground to be explored thoroughly, and if I can't do that, I'm not interested." 

    Her eyebrow stayed up a moment, then fell as she saw I was dead serious. 

"I see." 

    "Not a doubt in my little mind about that, ma'am. I think part of the problem was letting me do things she's reserved only for you. That's okay and I can even understand it to a degree, but it doesn't change anything for me." Nodding, Shalina said nothing as we landed and I set the pod down behind the house. Atlanta was in conference with some guy in the kitchen. She waved at us and continued talking with him. Shalina started toward the house, but I touched her arm and she stopped to face me. 

    I said, "Something else I'd like to say, Shalina. There are only so many supers and enhancees on Earth. Unless you can be absolutely sure the guy --or for that matter, anyone --can never, ever find out, don't be sneaky about getting a baby made just to keep things between you and Atlanta. I'd have resented the living hell out of any woman who'd done that to me, and unless the kid never got a chance to meet me, he or she would have discovered that animosity, no matter how hard I tried to hide it. How well do kids deal with things like 'daddy hates mommy' issues?" 

    Shalina had stiffened under my touch and I felt her irritation turning to anger as it built within her. 

    "Yeah, sure," I sighed, "Go ahead, get pissed at me. That'll mean my suspicions are true --or true enough --and getting pissed won't matter a fat damn or change the facts. If you want a donor, find a willing volunteer; some guy who'll do his best to be a daddy, love you both as well as the kid, and who'll help out any way he can. They aren't mythical creatures, ma'am. Hell, your genetic predisposition to be selective in conversions is all you need to find a guy like that, and there are already a bunch of them to consider for the job." 

    I couldn't think of anything to add and Shalina simply stood glaring at me, so I just patted her arm, said, "Bye," and lifted into the sky toward New Mexico and Lab Two. 
Chapter Twenty-four

    Almost three months passed fairly quietly; that is to say, I didn't see much of Shalina and Atlanta, no more Aktions showed up at the farm or in near Earth orbit, and the other nukes in Arab cities were destroyed using GARs. A couple of weeks after the last of those nukes had been destroyed, someone sneaked a GAR pistol into a black market weapons yard sale at an abandoned Russian airfield near the northernmost Pakistani border and caused six of nine known Russian pre-collapse suitcase nukes to disappear. 

    That someone also used the GAR to take big bites out of every crate of missiles and other weaponry in three hangars before using it on the engines and landing gear of every car, truck, and aircraft at the airfield during that night. Quite a number of high-ranking people or their representatives were stranded in the mountains and remained so until UN troops arrived with the media the following day. 

    Politically-sacrificial heads rolled and all the usual suspects claimed innocence regarding the actions of their 'rogue' personnel, but nobody was fooled who didn't want to be. Chains of command and financial and logistical supply lines to terrorists worldwide had been thoroughly disrupted that night and all involved had been put on notice. 

    Sara let it be known around the labs that using GARs to destroy nuclear weapons had been my idea. I didn't know this when I dropped by the lab in October, so I kind of wondered why people like Blaise Morton --a woman with an ego as big as all outdoors who worked in nuclear research --seemed to suddenly hold me in oddly high esteem. Morton even offered to have me up to her office for coffee and a chat, which made me give grinning Sara a fisheye look as Morton strode away. 

    Tuesday had become my workout day in Sara's gym. After I'd racked the equipment and turned off the hydraulics, I was charging up using the ship's power feed when Shalina walked in and stepped onto the platform facing me to use the charging grips on the other side of the podium. 

    For some moments, she stood silently facing me as the electricity flowed into us, then she said, "Atlanta's found a man, Ed. His name is Burt Delmar." She paused, apparently waiting for me to recognize the name --or not recognize it, I suppose. I riffled through my knowledge of other convertees and found no Delmar. 

    "Is he a new guy?" 

    "Is your idea of 'new' anything like three years? That's how long ago he was converted." 

    "Guess so. I don't really keep track of convertees. Is there anything special about him?" 

    Canting her head slightly, Shalina replied, "He caught Atlanta's interest. Is that special enough for you?" 

    "Not really. Did he catch your interest, ma'am?" Snorting a snide-sounding chuckle, she said, "No, he hasn't and he isn't likely to." 

    "Has that become a problem?" As she started to reply, I put in, "Or is it just a symptom of a problem?" 

    Shalina stiffened and her gaze narrowed. "You like to walk right on the very damned edge, don't you?" 

    I shrugged. "You brought it up. We can talk or not. If we do, it'll be forthright. No bullshit. What's your problem with him? The fact that Atlanta can find room in her heart for two? That's prob'ly a good sign if nature takes its usual course." 

    Shalina glowered at me in angry silence as I linked to April and asked, 

'Has one of you ladies reconverted Shalina with your upgraded virus?' 

    For a moment, April was silent, then she chuckled, 'I'm sure you have a good reason for asking.' 

    I replied, 'Yes'm, I do,' and said nothing more. 

    'The renovation was a complete success, Ed. Do you have any other highly personal questions to ask today?' 

    'Not just now, milady. Thank you.' 

    She dropped the link and I returned my full attention to Shalina, who swore softly and sighed, "Oh, hell, I'm not sure what the problem is, Ed. He's nice enough, and she seems to... care a great deal for him, but he doesn't do a thing for me." 

    "Why does he have to? Are you afraid he'll come between you after all your years together? If so, how come you weren't upset when she played with me?" Shalina gave me a droll expression, then said, "Ed, that's a ridiculous comparison. I've seen how you are with April, Sara, and Doris and I've asked April about your relationship. Delmar could never handle something like that." 

    "Does he know your history with Atlanta?" 

    Her gaze narrowed warily. "Yes." 

    "Then I think you're probably wrong. Have you tried to nail him yet?" Shalina's eyes got big and her sharp, outraged, "What?!" told me what I wanted to know. 

    "Uh, huh. Shalina, I think maybe you and Atlanta lived so long by Earth rules that you're having trouble shaking them. Think about it. You and Atlanta hid together with only each other for intimate company for forty years because you couldn't chance converting anyone. Now some guy's tickled Atlanta's fancy and you feel insecure. Insecurity may be a rather unfamiliar feeling for a superwoman, but there's no mystery to this, ma'am. Happens to regular people all the time." 

    Still looking rather outraged, Shalina let go of the charging handles and big blue lightning flashes lit up the room as she backed away and hit the

'off' switch for that side. She came to stand beside me, apparently waiting for me to do the same. 

    Glancing back at her, I said, "I'm not through yet. If you want a second opinion, talk to Doris." 

    Shalina snapped, "Why Doris?" 

    Somewhat exasperated that she wasn't grasping the obvious, I shot back, 

"Because she didn't grow up in a laboratory, damn it. She grew up dealing with everything you never encountered at that superlady training center. Dating. Marriage, even. Losing people she loved. People stuff like you're encountering now with Atlanta and..." I had to think... "Whatshisface." The name came to me and I added, "Delmar. Talk to Doris, Shalina. And before you leave, how about telling me why you popped this topic on me?" 

    Containing her anger, Shalina said through gritted teeth, "I thought I might get an objective opinion, not... what I got." She spun on a heel and slapped the panel to open the door. One stride into the doorway, she stopped and looked back at me with a glare, then continued out of the room. 

    Knowing she could still hear me, I said, "What you got wasn't what you wanted to hear, that's all. When you get your gorgeous head out of your ass, go see Doris. And keep your temper in check. If you rough her up the way you did me, we will find out whether I can cause you pain, ma'am." Heh. Yeah, I heard her footsteps returning to the door and her hand hitting the panel on the other side. The door slid back and Shalina stood glaring at me. Her hands were shaking, and I had no damned doubt the cause was rage, not fear. 

    In a tight tone, she quietly asked, "Do you want to find out right now, Ed?" 

    "I'd rather not find out at all. I just wanted you to know how things will go if you lose your temper when Doris says essentially the same thing I said." She snapped, "I'd never mistreat Doris. You know that." 

    "Save it. You'd have said exactly the same thing the day before you tossed me into space. The fact that you're seriously hoping I'll try you now just confirms for me that your temper can't be trusted, ma'am." That slight coppery taste like blood told me I was at or very near a full charge. I let go of the handles and slapped the 'off' switch, then stepped down and took Shalina's arm to guide her back out of the room. She stood firm for a moment, but I felt her curiosity as she decided to accompany me. Shaking off my hand, she walked with me as she asked, "Where are we going?" 

    "The gym. I want to show you something without either of us getting hurt." She gave me a small, tight grin and replied, "I'm not sure that will be possible, Ed." 

    Shooting her a matching grin, I said, "In that case, a few rules; No broken legs or arms," I said, "No broken necks, either. Remember the cameras." In the gym, I set us ten feet apart and told her to come at me. Shalina seemed amazed that the encounter was really happening and grinned again as she shrugged. "Okay." 

    Her fist was supposed to find my nose. It didn't, and as she looked up at me from the floor, she looked no less shocked than she had during our hotel room fracas. 

    Four more times she came at me in various ways, and each time I dropped her flat or sent her flying. The second time I tossed her across the room, she reversed course and came back at me like a projectile, her fists together and aimed at my chest. I redirected her into a nearby stack of equipment. The next time she came at me, she spread herself wide, arms and legs akimbo, in order to make some kind of solid contact with me. I ducked and she tried to compensate in mid-leap, but when I slapped her calf upward and her arm downward, she cartwheeled in mid-air and had to fly her way out of colliding with a wall. Shalina hung there about ten feet away, glaring at me in a somewhat studious manner. 

    "Time out," I said, and when she almost hesitantly went along with that, I said, "The idea is simply to avoid being hit at all while wearing down your opponent, Shalina. It came in real handy sometimes before April converted me. You --and most Aktion alphas --were trained to fight as if nothing could hurt you. Back then, it was probably pretty much true, but Sara says some of the Aktion beta prisoners have had training like mine, so there's a very real possibility that you could run into an alpha who can drop you on your ass. Or worse." 

    Looking up at the camera on the western wall, I asked, "Right, Sara?" With a slight click, a speaker activated and Sara replied, "Yes. That was quite a show. What caused it?" 

    "Shalina was curious about something, milady." 

    "Well, I hope it was nothing serious. Did you happen to tell her you let her throw you into space?" 

    Aw, hell. "No, ma'am, I hadn't mentioned that, but thanks so very much for bringing it up." 

    Her grin was almost audible as she replied, "Oh, you're very welcome, of course." 

    Shalina eyed me tightly and asked rather sharply, "Is that what he told you, Sara? That he let me throw him?" 

    Sara laughed, "He didn't have to tell me, Shalina. I watched it happen. You two have fun and don't break anything we can't replace, okay?" I said, "Hang on one. Got another topic." 

    "Okay." 

    "When we got word about the cruise ship, Shalina was in the link with us because you were touching her, but when I tried to link directly with Atlanta while I was carrying the pod, it didn't work. Got any ideas why that might be?" 

    A moment passed before Sara said, "No, do you?" 

    "Nope. On the other hand, it hasn't worked with anyone else, either. Except Stella, who's naturally telepathic. Oh, well. That's all I had on my little mind, ma'am. Might be worth some more thought." 

    "Yes it might. I'm going back to work. Later, Ed." 

    "Bye." 

    The speaker fell silent and I reached to touch Shalina's bare shoulder as I sent a link and, 'Can you hear me?' 

    Looking a bit shocked as she recoiled slightly, Shalina said aloud, "Yes, damn it, I heard you." 

    "You didn't jump out of your skin when Sara was your link contact. Should I be hurt and insulted and stuff like that?" 

    Rubbing the spot where I'd touched her, she replied, "Sure. Maybe it'll make us even." 

    "Doubtful. Want to try to send a link to Sara?" Giving me an 'are you nuts?' look, she asked, "How the hell am I supposed to do that?" 

    Shrugging, I said, "Easiest way would be to let me link to you, then try to get the feel of it when I link to her." 

    "Maybe another time. I'm not really comfortable with the idea of telepathy." 

    "Having a string of telepathic orgasms didn't seem to bother you any." 

    "That was different, damn it. Atlanta was with us." Ah-hah. And..? 

    I asked, "So how was she able to share the experience? Because you were there?" 

    "Hell, I don't know." She closed her eyes and seemed to gather herself as she said, "And right now, I don't care about that, so drop it, please." 

    "Okay." I headed for the door and slapped the panel. As the door opened, Shalina asked, "You're just leaving?" 

    "Yup. Every time I open a subject, you slam it shut or refuse to accept my opinions. You need to be talking to someone else, ma'am; I'd say Doris about Atlanta and Delmar and Sara about martial arts training." She didn't follow me, which was just as well. I'd had enough for the moment. After a couple of cups of coffee in the cafeteria with the assorted company of people on breaks, I headed back to the farm around two and found my answering machine flashing. 

    Two messages, both from Atlanta, who sounded a bit upset as she asked me to pick up, then asked me to call if Shalina showed up. I called her back and she answered almost instantly with, "Shalina?" 

    "Nope. Ed. I just left Shalina at Lab Two. She said you have a new boyfriend, ma'am. How's everybody getting along?" 

    There was a pause, then she asked, "Shalina talked to you about... us?" 

    "She just said she was having some trouble fitting in these days. You might want to let her know she's still part of your world. And do it when Delmar's not around, y'know?" 

    "But... Oh, my God... You mean she's jealous?" 

    "No, I mean she's feeling as if you no longer have any time for her. I might be wrong about that, but it can't hurt a bit to give the matter some thought, can it? Have you been seeing Delmar just about twenty-four-seven? Day and night? Giggling a lot at things she can't share 'cuz she wasn't there to see or hear them? Playing like puppies and possibly even acting like a couple of kids in heat?" 

    After another pause, she muttered, "Oh, my God," again, then asked, "What can I do, Ed?" 

    Stephanie's claws clicked on concrete as she came up the porch steps. I said, "I just told you, Atlanta. Let her know she's still a big part of your world, no matter what else may be going on in your life. Gotta go. Company at the door. Bye." 

    Hanging up the phone, I went to let Stephie in, swapped greetings with her, and settled on the couch with Stephie and my coffee to catch a rerun of

'Stargate:SG1'. Cool. It was from the season Carter had made colonel. I'd always liked Carter; she was cute, smart, and tough. 

    Halfway through the show my phone rang and I ignored it until the machine answered. Nobody left a message. The phone rang again a few minutes later. I again let it ring as Carter ambushed the bad guys in a corridor and made a determined stand against them to cover Jackson while he tried to figure out some symbols. 

    She yelled for a progress report and he said he was going as fast as he could. A blast hit the wall by her head and she yelled, "Well, hurry a little faster!" just as Jackson seemed to have an epiphany, grabbed a piece of stone, and waved it triumphantly as he ran toward Carter. 

    The baddies lit up the hallway, somehow missing him with what seemed like dozens of shots as he ducked down beside Carter, showed her the stone thing he'd found, and yelled, "I found it!" then he thumbed at the hallway and asked, "But... uhm... That's the only way out, so... uhm... Now what?" Carter paused in shooting at the bad guys to say, "Now this," and pressed a gadget on her right wrist. They disappeared in transporter shimmers and the show cut to commercials as the phone rang yet again. 

    Sighing, I got up and answered the phone with "Hello" instead of, "All right! What the hell do you want?!" 

    A man asked for Jackie. I said, "No Jackies here." As if I might somehow be mistaken, he said, "This is the number she gave me." 

    I reiterated, "No Jackies here," then hung up, disconnected the phone line at the wall, and went back to the couch. 

    As the show entered its final quarter, Carter and Jackson reappeared on a space ship and a guy greeted them from a console with, "I hope I didn't interrupt anything." 

    Carter and Jackson looked at each other, then almost in unison shook their heads and Carter replied that they'd been thinking about leaving anyway. The guy said something about engine trouble and Carter left to see if she could fix it as a big ship and a bunch of little ones approached theirs. That's when I felt a presence approaching the apartment, of course. I glanced up through the ceiling and saw Shalina. The door bell rang moments later and I got up to answer it, keeping one eye on the TV. When I let her in, I asked if it was an emergency. 

    She replied, "Uh... well, no..." 

    I pointed at the TV and said, "Well, then, have a seat and save whatever you're going to say for about ten minutes." 

    As if amazed that I watched TV, Shalina sat on the couch and I joined her as Carter shuffled crystals in a rack and yelled, "Try it now!" Her jerry-rigged solution worked, stuff blew up, and their ship whizzed into warp speed. The show ended with a brief summation at Cheyenne Mountain that included Carter saying, "They don't give up that easily. They'll try again." Of course they would. No bad guys, no show. As the credits gave way to more commercials and Stephie resettled in my lap, Shalina eyed me for a moment, then reached for the remote and tapped the 'off' button. Sipping coffee, I asked, "Want some coffee?" She continued eyeing me for a moment, then said, "I want you to look into my head and tell me what's eating at me." 

    "You already know what's eating at you." 

    "That was too vague. I want to know exactly." 

    "No, you want the answer handed to you." Before she could snap a response, I held out my hand and added, "And there's nothing wrong with shortcuts if you can accept the results." 

    She eyed my hand warily and didn't immediately reach for it. After a moment, I let my hand drop and shook my head. 

    "Okay. Maybe later. Hopefully before it's too late." 

    "What do you mean, 'too late'?" 

    "I mean before you drive her away with an ever-worsening attitude. Or convince yourself it's over and leave." I chuckled, "Or beat the shit out of poor little Delmar, I guess, which might not go over well at the clubhouse." Shalina sighed, "What the hell are you talking about, Ed? What

'clubhouse'?" 

    Sipping my coffee, I said, "Take that to mean anywhere super-types cluster. The labs. Doris's office. Wherever word might reach that you aren't above smacking a convertee." 

    Her gaze narrowing, Shalina said flatly, "You're the only one I've... roughed up, as you once put it... since I came to Earth. Maybe you're just special, Ed." 

    "Huh. I'd much rather be the kind of special that would make you join me in the shower." As her left eyebrow went up in a fisheye look, it occurred to me to ask, "Have you converted anyone since you went public?" 

    "That's my business. Do you actually hear any of the things you say when you say them?" 

    Eyeing her from head to toe and back, I shrugged and replied, "You're in uniform, ma'am. Am I really supposed to think about anything but your lovely golden thighs? Your enchanting ice-blue eyes? The way your hair cascades..." Shalina snapped, "Shut up and get serious." 

    "I am being serious. Touch me and see for yourself." Recoiling slightly, she said, "Oh, I really don't think so. You'd probably... do that thing you do." 

    "Not without permission, but how would it hurt you? You sure seemed to enjoy it the last time." 

    "That was different. At..." she stopped in mid-sentence. 

    "Yeah," I finished for her, "Atlanta was here. Now back to my other question; have you made any convertees lately?" 

    She shook her head slightly, then said softly, "No. None since Atlanta." I stifled my amazement at the existence of a monogamous protector and nodded as I sipped, then said, "Then I'd say you're wasting time here. You'd better haul ass back home and find or make some way to become part of whatthehellever Atlanta's into, whether it's having a baby or having Delmar -or both --'cuz you love her beyond words, ma'am. You love her beyond all your training, too, if you aren't keeping an eye out for potential convertees. Did you ever talk with Doris?" 

    "No." 

    "Then do it. Talk to April and Sara, too, and make sure Atlanta's in the room when you do. Call a conference and let 'em know you don't want to perform within the usual protector role regarding some things. Get those issues out of the way and be done with them. You'll have to explain yourself, but that'll just clear things up for you as well as the ladies and they won't be expecting things you won't deliver." 

    Standing up and putting Stephie on the coffee table, I said, "If I can call on you for help, that's enough for me. As much as I'd dearly love to lick my way up your magnificent legs, it doesn't have to happen for us to be friends or work together." 

    Shalina stood up, too, and asked, "Are you hinting this talk is over?" 

    "Yup. You've heard all I have to say on the matter. Nobody can fix things except you and all that bare goddess skin I can't touch is driving me nuts." She rolled her eyes with a "Yeah, sure it is," then nodded and walked around me to the door as she sighed, "Okay. I'll try to find a way to talk to Atlanta tonight." 

    "You'll 'try', ma'am? Just 'try'? Didn't they teach you never to use that word back in supercommando school?" 

    Shalina gave me a droll look and said, "Goodbye, Ed. I guess you'll hear about how things turn out." 

    "We don't gossip. You'll probably have to tell me yourself. Now get out of here and go fix your world." 

    After a moment, she nodded and stepped onto the porch, then lifted into the sky toward Dallas. 

    Knowing she'd hear me, I said, "Something else, Shalina. You don't have to fuck Delmar, y'know. You just have to get along with him and find a way to make him welcome for Atlanta's benefit. And the kid's, since that's where things seem to be going. Just extend the family a bit. No big deal." Her ascent stopped and she turned to look at me for a few moments, then continued on her way. Stephie came to wind herself around my legs a few times, then saw something in need of her attention over by the house. April linked to me a little after sundown. 

    'Yes'm?' I answered. 

    'Shalina spoke with Doris this afternoon and asked for a conference concerning her return to duty as a protector. Do you know anything about it?' 

    'Yes, but it's something she needs to tell you.' 

    'How about a hint anyway? I like to be prepared.' 

    I sent, 'She just needs to state her position on a few things and ask for your understanding.' 

    'That wasn't much of a hint.' 

    'Sorry 'bout that. I don't share personal stuff. You know that. Not yours, not hers. Let her find her own way to tell you; she needs to hear her own words on the matter.' 

    After a pause, April replied, 'Uh, huh. Oh, by the way, why weren't you invited?' 

    'Because I already tossed in my dime's worth today. What she needs now will have to come from someone else.' 

    There was another pause, then, 'Okay. Later, Ed.' 

    'Later, ma'am.' 

    As she dropped the link I heard a sound like a huge door slamming from the direction of the Interstate. Sounds of smaller objects hitting the ground closely followed the big bang and I headed for the door to see if I could help. Doris linked in to tell me there'd been a 911 call about an accident in my area and I let her see the cars that looked like broken toys as I descended to the scene. 

    'Yes'm, I'm on it. Someone has to look out for the world while you ladies hold your yakfest.' 

    'Oh, blow it out your ass. Shalina needs us. Thanks, Ed. I'll let the cops know you're on the way.' 

    'No, let 'em know I'm already there.' 

    'Will do.' 

    She dropped the link as I landed and got to work. I had confidence that Shalina's meeting with the others would go well or at least well enough. Not one of them was a true hard ass and all of them had at one time or another had some issues with convention and tradition. 

    After helping the fire department remove a door from an SUV, there was nothing for me to do, so I headed for my usual bar and shot a few games of pool. I was about to pocket a nine ball when Sara linked in and said, 'It's all settled. We've decided to let Shalina tell you about it.' 

    I sent back, 'Okay, but you could at least tell me whether she's still a member of the club.' 

    Sara laughed, 'Oh, sure; we just adjusted her duties a little. Ed, I've never met a monogamous protector before. Hell, I've never even heard of one.' 

    The guy across the table drawled, "You gonna shoot that damn ball or stare at it all night?" as I sent, 'Hope it doesn't become a trend. Maybe she'll become a legend of some sort.' 

    I shot the nine into the side pocket as Sara said, 'Yeah, maybe so. I'll let you get back to your game now. Goodnight.' 

    'G'night, ma'am.' 

    She dropped the link with a chuckle. Odd. She'd closed the conversation and the link as if there'd been something more on her mind. That wasn't like Sara at all; she generally plopped things right out there and dealt with them on the spot. 

    As I lined up an eight-corner shot, I felt a presence descending toward the pub and half-wondered whether I wanted Shalina's company so soon after her conference with the others. Could be good or could be bad, depending on how she felt about finally putting the conversion matter to rest. The presence stopped descending while still well above the pub and I realized it didn't feel like Shalina. When I glanced up to study it more closely, I realized it was Doris. Doris? Hanging above the pub? What the hell? 

I hadn't heard anything about any progress with Sara's implant attempt. Popping the eight into the corner pocket, I set my stick against the wall and said, "If I'm not back in five minutes, keep the table," then I headed out the front door and lifted in the direction of the presence. Looking as if she'd come straight from the office, Doris stood in mid-air with her hands clasped behind her back and a big grin as I neared her, though she seemed to be listing slightly to her starboard side as she worked to maintain her altitude and position. 

    I circled below her once on my way up and when I stood on air in front of her, I leaned close, kissed her, and whispered, "Y'might wanna wear something other than a skirt if you're gonna fly over town, ma'am." Rolling her eyes, she yelped, "Oh, God!" and almost lost her balance as she grinningly sighed, "I just knew I could count on you to say something like that after I busted my ass for two days to get the hang of this." I steadied her and she latched onto my arm as I replied, "Then you know me pretty well, ma'am. Two days, huh?" 

    She nodded and chuckled, "Yes. Two days. And I'm still having trouble changing direction and stopping. It isn't as easy as it looks, is it?" 

    "Nope. I taught myself inside a barn, partly to avoid embarrassment and partly to avoid drifting off into space." 

    "I was so afraid you'd find out before I was ready." 

    "That's the way I felt, too." 

    Doris blinked at me. "Huh?" 

    Shrugging, I admitted, "I wanted to surprise April. That's the real reason I practiced in private." Pointing down at the pub, I asked, "May I buy you a celebration drink, milady? You can tell me all about your operation." Laughing as we descended, she said, "It wasn't much of an operation, I'm afraid; just an injection. Sara cultured some of my ovarian stem cells using the sample you gave her. A week later she put them in place in my chest, then we waited another week to see if my body would reject them." I opened the door to the pub as she said, "It didn't, so I spent a rather delightful weekend with Shalina. That was actually the hardest part of the entire process." 

    That made me laugh, "How so? At least she gave you a tumble. I never got that far with her." 

    Doris turned rather serious as she said, "Part of her reluctance a few months ago was a sense that certain... activities... belonged only between her and Atlanta. Her attitude about those things has changed since Atlanta found Burt Delmar. I also think you managed to stir up something she's been suppressing for quite a while. Shalina prefers women, but her bioclock is ticking, too, after all these centuries. She considers this a bad time for that to happen." 

    "Worse than the last sixty years? Hey, at least she'd have some babysitters who could handle the kid. Any particular reason you didn't tell her I've been fixed?" 

    Giving me a peering sidelong glance as we approached the bar, Doris asked, 

"What makes you think I didn't tell her?" 

    "Oh, I just have a feeling you didn't. Am I wrong?" With a small smile, Doris replied, "No, you aren't. She can find out later, when I'm through using you to celebrate." 

- End In Service to a Goddess, Book 5 *
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