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Pr ol ogue:

Ahmed Musaffi conbined three prayers on Friday afternoon; one for his
famly, one for hinself, and one for success in his holy m ssion. He then got
into the yellow Crown Victoria that had been provided for the occasion and
drove the few mles from Cascade Hei ghts into downtown Atlanta through a
drizzling rain.

The Crown Vic had been 'heavily custom zed' -- a choice of words that had
been a source of great anusenment anong those who had | abored for a week to
pack the trunk and every conceal abl e square inch of the car with plastic
expl osi ve.

Every little bunp in the road bottoned-out the shocks and springs, and
despite what he'd been told about his |oad being detonated only by radio,
Ahmed flinched hard at every jolt and swore viciously at the other cars around
hi m

A red, hard plastic suitcase shifted slightly on the seat next to him
Ahmed reached to push it back in place and briefly cursed the fool who'd
perched it there, although no wires showed and there was no chance the case
woul d fall.

At a red light one block fromhis goal, Ahmed wi ped his face on his
sl eeves and repeated part of his last prayer -- the part for hinself -- one
nore time as he twisted his grip on the steering wheel

Clusters of people hurried across the street, some in various costunmes he
recogni zed. Spiderman | ed Winder Woman at a | aughing dash to the shelter of an
awni ng, where they were joined by Lara Croft, a tall, furry creature, and a
coupl e of white-arnored stormntroopers.

Ri di cul ous fantasies of the unfaithful, thought Ahmed. There was only one
true book under heaven and no man had ever been so foolish as to try to nmake a
novie of it.

Ahrmed' s little group had been instructed to strike on the second day of
the science fiction convention. No reasons had been given for choosing this
particul ar event as a target and -- as far as Ahned was concerned -- none were
requi red. Their |eader had spoken, and his words were the words of Allah in
matters of their holy cause.

VWen the light turned green, Ahmed's jangling nerves caused himto goose
the gas pedal. The back tires spun uselessly on the wet pavenent until he
rather shakily let up on the gas a bit.

Continuing up the street, he turned left into the covered driveway of the
Ri vage Hotel's reception area and joined a line of cars waiting their turns to
| oad or offl oad passengers and | uggage at the big glass doors at the top of
the driveway.

Ahrmed' s was the fifth car in line when a fanmily of five came through those
doors and wal ked past him evidently on their way to sone part of the science
fiction convention.

The three children all wore costunes; the two boys were waving their
hol | ow plastic |ightsabers at each other and the blonde girl -- perhaps as old
as twelve -- was wearing a Batgirl costume and slinging her cape dramatically
as she wal ked.

A pang of pity lanced through Ahned, but then he renenbered his teachings,
hardened his heart, and severely chastised hinself for his nonentary weakness.

They were just infidels. Untaught, unholy, and therefore unfit to live. He
noved forward another carlength, and again watched the famly in his rearview
mrror as they stood waiting to cross the street.

The blonde girl grinningly faced into the gusting wind to make her cape



bil | ow behind her. Too bad, Ahmed thought appraisingly. The girl m ght
possi bly have been found worthy of conversion to Islam

O not, he appended, renenbering the dancers at the strip club the night
before. After all, even infidel females were good for purposes of pleasure and
labor. In the pure world that he and other holy martyrs would bring into
being, their children would be raised according to the teachings of the
Prophet and the wormen would be allowed to live only so long as they dutifully
served the righteous and faithful

The car by the doors noved away as people got into the car behind it. It
t hen noved away, as well, and Ahmed was only one carlength away from where he
could aimhis fake taxi up the ranmp at the doors.

He eyed the wal kway ramp -- easily five neters wide, with no posts or
ot her inpedinents -- and the doors above. In the center was a revol ving door
fl anked on either side by doors that swung open. They woul d prove no barrier
Al he had to do was ramthrough and get the car into the |obby, then press
the button on the transmitter in his raincoat pocket.

Motion in his side-rearview mrror and the sound of sonething holl ow
clattering on the ground caused himto | ook away fromthe doors.

A truly beautiful blonde wonman in what appeared to be little nore than a
bat hi ng suit and boots stood just behind his car. She seemed to be | ooking for
somet hi ng, probably sone sort of accessory to her scandal ously inadequate
cost une.

Thi nki ng that she must also be a visitor to the science fiction
convention, Ahmed's eyes |ocked on her narvel ous bare | egs and anmpl e bosom for
some nmoments as she crouched and knelt to try to reach whatever had fallen
beneat h the taxi.

Her eyes nmet his in the mirror and she sniled coyly as she wal ked up the
driveway. Allah be praised for letting such a magnificent wonman be his | ast
sight on Earth! And her glorious breasts were nearly | eaping out of her
cost une!

Concentrating on her approaching breasts, Ahned never saw -- and was
consci ous only long enough to barely feel -- her fist slaminto the side of
his head. The bl ow sent him spraw ing agai nst the |uggage on the seat and into
obl i vi on.

The woman quickly shifted the car into neutral, went behind it to grab the
bunper, and began pulling the Crowmn Vic backward down the ranp to the street,
where she junped to the front of the car, lifted it by the bunper and reached
under it to grip the frame, and | aunched upward with the Crown Vic dangling
from her grasp.

Fromthe indoor cafe across the street, Mhamed Jamal took his eyes off
t he policeman and another man who were having a light lunch at a nearby table
and stared with incredul ous awe as a hal f-naked bl onde wonman lifted the Crown
Victoria and seened to leap into the sky with it.

He'd frozen in mid-sip of his coffee with as nuch conpl ete, m nd-boggling
shock as anyone el se witnessing the event, but he recovered fairly quickly as
he realized that there was still a slimchance to set off the bonb in or near
t he canyon-1like confines of the streets.

Hurriedly putting down his coffee cup, he reached for the transmitter in
his left coat pocket, but the chair armgot in his way. He stood up, wasting
preci ous seconds and knocking his chair over as he continued to stare upward
t hrough the window at the Crown Vic. He'd finally managed to get his left hand
into his pocket as the two nen he'd been watching al so stood up and began
com ng at him

The one in a police uniformpointed at Jamal and said, "Freeze!" as he
reached for his sidearm Jamal -- his radio transmitter nonentarily forgotten
-- made a grab for his Beretta 9mmpistol in his right coat pocket.

Jamal had thought the cop was the greater danger. He was wong; before
Jamal could even finish bringing his own gun into line with the two nen, the
ot her man yanked a pistol froma shoulder holster, leveled it at Jamal, and
fired twce.



Mohamed Jamal felt the hot slugs plunge conpletely through his chest as
their inpact slammed hi m back agai nst the wi ndow facing the street. He was
barely aware that he fired his Beretta as he toppled; for a noment he actually
wondered why the light fixture by the coffee bar expl oded.

The bull ets that had passed through Jamal hit the w ndow behind hima
split-second before Jamal did, turning it into a ten-foot-tall spiderweb of
shattered safety glass that collapsed around Jamal's body in a glittering
cloud as he fell to the sidewal k bel ow

The bushes bel ow t he wi ndow snagged Jamal's coat and violently tw sted him
in md-air, then he fell to the sidewalk on his left side, hearing and feeling
t he bones of his armsnap as his head sl anmed agai nst the concrete.
Mormentarily stunned, Mbhamred Janal fought to remain conscious and stared
upward, trying to locate the Crown Victoria.

There! Al nost directly overhead, an odd-shaped dark dot agai nst the sky!
Jamal waveringly aimed his pistol at the nen who | eaned out of the w ndow
frame above himand prayed to Allah that his transmtter hadn't been broken

Forcing the unfeeling thunb and fingers of his shattered left armto
squeeze the small transmitter took a suprenme effort. Jamal cast the pisto
aside in frustration and dropped his right hand over his left to help it close
on the transmtter even as nore bullets tore through his chest and skull.

Chapter One

Looki ng down fromthe cafe window at the man he'd just shot, Ed Cade saw
the brilliant overhead flash reflected in the windows of the hotel across the
street and realized that sonething -- likely the car -- had expl oded above the
city.

Sone guy dressed as a knight was standing smack in the mddle of the
street, aimng a canmera of some sort straight up at the sky. The light turned
green at the intersection and the guy alnost tripped over his sword trying to
scranbl e out of the street.

Cade stepped back fromthe wi ndow and | ooked to his left and right. There
was only the Atlanta cop -- Avery -- standing next to himon the right. On his
left, one person still sat by the wi ndows, apparently frozen in stark, staring
terror.

"Cet away fromthe wi ndows," said Cade.

Avery stepped back as Cade grabbed the frozen guy's coat to pull himto
his feet and insistently repeated, "Get away fromthe w ndow, danmt!"

The man's eyes fixed on Cade's G ock and he said nothing, but as bits of
debris pelted down on the street outside the window, he stood qui ckly on shaky
legs and tried to conply.

H s knees failed and he wound up kneeling, then sitting on the floor
Avery cane over to get a grip on the guy's other shoul der and they dragged him
away fromthe w ndows.

The rain of unidentifiable debris slackened quickly and seenmed to end, and
Avery started back toward the wi ndow to | ook up between the buil dings.

"Avery!" said Cade. "Not yet. Count to thirty before you go near that
wi ndow. "

Cade put his dock back in its shoul der holster under his field jacket and
| ooked around again. N ne people. Five nen, four wonen. Two had apparently
left the cafe.

He heard nore debris-rain hit the street and buil di ngs outside and saw
Avery cast a wondering glance at him

"Sone of it had farther to fall," said Cade.

As if to punctuate his words, a car bunper slanmed into the street,
narrow y mssing a black Lexus, and spinningly bounced out of view toward the
i ntersection.

d anci ng past the group clustered by the cafe entrance, Cade saw the two
m ssi ng wonen hurrying past the reception desk and he took off after themat a
trot.



He caught up with themby the elevators and didn't bother with
i ntroductions; they'd likely remenber him

Stepping in front of them he said, "Ladies, get back to the cafe. You're
wi t nesses to a shooting."

"I"mnot going back in there!" the one on the right said in a
near - hysterical tone. "I'mnot! You can't make ne!"

Snat chi ng her purse off her shoul der, Cade said, "I won't have to. The
cops'll find you with whatever's in this."

Turning to the other woman, he asked, "Are you going to give ne a hard
tinme, too?"

Shaki ng her head slightly, she said, "No. | didn't think we should | eave,
but Judy..."

Interrupting her, Cade said, "Cool. Let's go, then."

Putting his armthrough hers, he led the way back to the restaurant. After
a nonent, Judy followed. Cade turned the |adies and Judy's purse over to
Avery, then stepped away fromthe group to have a | ook at the street bel ow the
wi ndow.

The street was enpty of people. Between the bl onde hauling the car
upstairs, the gunshots, and the blast in the sky, nost of them had at | east
had sense enough to get off the sidewal ks and under the cover of the Rivage's
drive-through.

The rent-a-cop who'd been directing foot traffic across the street between
the hotels was one of those under cover. Cade whistled to get his attention
and pointed to the body on the sidewal k, then yelled that he should keep
peopl e away fromit. The guy nodded and headed toward the body. Cade went back
to Avery, who was tal king to soneone on his radio.

Avery finished his i mediate conversation, then turned to Cade and said,
"Teans five and nine got |ucky, too. Two dead and one in custody. The guys on
the roof are com ng down, so we'll have some help here in a few mnutes."

Noddi ng, Cade said, "I'll go out and keep the tourists away fromthe one
on the sidewal k."

Extendi ng a hand, Avery said, "Ckay. Hey, if |I don't see you again, it's
been good working with you. Why won't they tell us where you extra guys cane
fronP"

Shaki ng Avery's hand, Cade said, "Damed if | know. I'mfromFlorida, if
it helps any."

"Ch, yeah," |aughed Avery. "That hel ps a bunch."

"Great. Later, then."

Movi ng past the coffee bar, Cade stopped and | ooked around for the
attendant, then knocked on the counter. A man in a suit separated hinself from
the crowd by the door and cane to say that the coffee bar was cl osed.

"“You' re managenent ?" asked Cade.

"Yes, sir. Look, we're rather busy at the nonment..."

"I"'mthe guy who shot out your wi ndow and | have to go guard a body on the
si dewal k. How nmuch is a coffee to go?"

The man seenmed to have to find a way to attach the two concepts in his
m nd before he said, "Uh, just take one, sir."

"Thanks. Why not offer all those spooked people a cup, too? It'Il [ook
great on your record if you take charge and keep them qui et and happy unti
all the note-taking is finished."

The guy gl anced at the group and seened to realize that this was his
m ddl e- managenent chance to achi eve some favorable and potentially useful
self-publicity. He nodded and stepped behind the counter to draw Cade a coffee
as he called the attendant over

"Yes, M. D Angel 0?" asked the attendant.

Handi ng the coffee to Cade, D Angel o said, "Go ahead and open back up
Manuel . Free coffee for anybody who's supposed to be in here until the cops
are gone."

"Yes, sir," said Manuel

"Could I have an extra coffee?" asked Cade.



Manuel drew another coffee and handed it to him Cade thanked hi mand
headed for the stairs to the street. The rent-a-cop was standing by the body,
as requested.

He said, "You're the guy who told ne to watch the body."

Cade handed himthe extra coffee and said, "Yup, sure am Here, | brought
you a coffee.”

Soneone ai ned a canera toward them and Cade turned to face the cop --
Davi es, by his nametag -- as the canera flashed. He kicked the gun that had
fallen into the bushes over by the body and toed it under a fold in the coat.

"Shoul d you be noving the evidence around |ike that?" asked Davies.

"So tell "em1 kicked it. | just came down here to get your name and badge
nunber for the record and secure the scene.”
Shruggi ng as he | ooked around, Cade said, "Now the scene is secure, | have

nmy info, and you have your coffee. Just stay put until the cops get here."
Davi es al nost choked on his first sip of coffee.

He gl anced down at the body, then stared at Cade as he asked, "But... You
mean you aren't a cop?!"
"Never said | was," said Cade. "I've just been working with themtoday.

See you later."
As Cade turned to go, the guard said, "Hey, wait. |Is there any word about

t he bl onde? The wonman who, uh... who flew off... with the car?"

"l haven't heard anything."

d ancing up at the sky, Davies said, "God, | hope she wasn't still hangi ng
onto that car when it blew | was looking right at it, but it was too far

up... Do you think she...?"

"No idea," said Cade. "Later."

Wth that, he headed back up the steps and into the hotel, where he gave
Davies' info to Avery and refilled his coffee cup, then sat down in a corner
of the cafe with an incident report formto wait for Lieutenant Bain.

Chapter Two

Sandy Shield had | anded behind a support columm in the drive-through of
the Rivage Hotel, then stepped out to briefly join a group of costuned
conventioneers on their way up the wal kway ranp.

As she neared the taxi at the front of the line, she spun the two-foot
pi ece of pvc tubing she'd found behind the colum |ike a baton. Letting it
escape her grasp in the direction of the taxi gave her a pretext for going
t hrough the notions of pretending to |l ook for it as she studied the car

The paint was new, but the car wasn't. It was full of |luggage and rode so
low that it rmust have had a ton of extra weight aboard. No normal | uggage
woul d wei gh that nuch.

Sandy pretended to search for her nissing baton beneath the taxi's rear
She di scovered that the inner side of the fender was solid, not hollow A
pi nch of the clay-like plastique cane away between her fingers and she let it
fall under the car before retrieving the bit of pipe and standing up

In the rearviewmrror, the driver's eyes were focused on her |egs. Sandy
saw t hat he was none other than Ahmed Mussafi, a 'suspected terrorist whose
face had graced several of the wanted posters she'd studied before she'd |eft

Las Vegas.
The anonynous tip to Gary's office about a suicide attack had been gospel
after all. Now, howto neutralize this situation? How to handle the driver,

who |ikely had some kind of a detonator close at hand?

To a typical Mddle-Eastern nman, just about any visible female flesh would
hold his eyes like a nagnet. Pretending to adjust her uniform Sandy tugged
her skirt and brushed imaginary dirt from her breasts. Her notions guided his
eyes over her body as she pretended to continue past the car on her way up the
ranp.

As she came even with his w ndow, Sandy took advantage of the fact that
his eyes were firmy |ocked on her breasts, snapping a punch at the side of



his head that knocked himcold as it sent him across the seat.

She |l et the punch become a grab for the gearshift, took the car out of
‘drive' and into 'neutral', then she went to the rear of the car, grabbed the
bunper, and began hauling the car down the ranp to the street.

The first order of business was to get the car a safe distance away from
everything and everyone. In the heart of downtown Atlanta, that could only
mean goi ng up

At the bottom of the ranp, traffic prevented her from dragging the car
into the street, so Sandy pulled it onto the broad sidewal k. She junped over
the car to the front of it, l[ifted the front of the car, got a firmgrip on
the strongest part of the frame, and powered upward.

Renenberi ng what Gary had said about possible watchers who mi ght set off
any expl osives, Sandy nonet hel ess kept her speed barely subsonic to avoid
damage to nearby buil di ngs.

Al nmost exactly twel ve seconds into Sandy's upward dash, Mhamred Janal's
dying efforts succeeded. In a split-second, nearly eighteen hundred pounds of
pl astique converted to energy, essentially vaporizing much of the Crown
Victoria and shredding the rest of it.

Even for someone like Sandy, it was a bit nuch. Wile the blast couldn't
destroy her, it hit her like a huge fist, knocking her spinning for severa
nmles before she could clear her head enough to regain control of herself.

She had no idea where she was until she | ooked around and saw the cl oud of
snoke fromthe expl osion hovering above downtown Atlanta. Distance nmade the
snoke cl oud appear no bigger than the head of a thunbtack, and Sandy began to
realize just how powerful the explosion had been as she guesstimated that it
had thrown her five or six mles.

Fl yi ng back toward downtown, Sandy realized with a nental sigh that there
was no way that she'd be able to remain a nysterious sem-nyth after today.

Soneone m ght even have had the presence of mind to take her picture while
she was in the hotel's drive-through. Dam. It woul d probably be a shot of her
reachi ng under the car for the pvc tube. Wuldn't a close-up of her butt | ook
great on the six o' clock news?

d ancing around as she landed in the stairwell alcove where she'd |eft her
mundane cl ot hes, she saw that sone of the nearby buil dings were nissing sone
of their w ndows.

Any damage woul d have been from debris, thought Sandy. The bl ast had
occurred alnost two miles up, so the shockwave woul dn't have done it

Retrieving a cell phone from her purse, Sandy tapped in an Atl anta nunber
given to her for the m ssion

A woman answered with, "Zero-eight-two-six."

"Angel here."

"Go, Angel."

"Do you have anything else for nme?"

"Not a thing. John says 'good job' and you' re on standby."

"Thank you."

The wonman said, "You' re welcome. Enjoy your stay in Atlanta,"” then she
di sconnect ed.

Wth water froma snall puddl e near the entrance, Sandy managed to cl ean
nost of the explosion's residue fromher arns and | egs. Using her makeup
mrror, she cleaned her face and applied a bit of makeup, then she changed
cl ot hes and rechecked herself.

Judgi ng her appearance normal enough, Sandy renoved the fl attened soft
drink can that had kept the roof door from |l atching and headed down to the
forty-second fl oor.

She cracked the stairwell door slightly and saw that a few people were
waiting for the elevator across the hall. Two nminutes later, they were gone
and the hall was enpty. Sandy stepped out, took the elevator to the fourth
floor, and headed for the roomthat had been issued to her for the mission

Frank Stearns of the NI A stepped out of room 423 and a big grin forned on
his face when he saw Sandy. Sandy, on the other hand, sighed and thought, 'Ch,



dam.

Stearns wasn't as bad as some nmen. He genuinely didn't seemto have any
reservations about working with wonen, for instance. He did, however, have an
overbearing personality and seened to view hinself as every worman's dream cone
true.

He al so seened to have an unyiel ding curiosity about Sandy, which was
actual ly quite understandable. When Gary had added her to the operation
roster, he'd waited until the |ast possible mnute to do so, dropping her in
as a standalone with little or no explanation to anyone.

Sandy didn't 'liaison" with the teanms or team | eaders. She hadn't attended
even one of the briefings and her introduction had been so brief and
uni nformati ve that sone of the team honchos -- leery of working wi th unknowns

-- had been nore than a little pissed at the tine.

VWi | e she was pl easant enough when soneone happened to encounter her, she
didn't work or socialize with people fromany of the teams. For the nost part
-- even if they weren't exactly accepting of the terms -- everybody seened to
get used to the arrangenent, but not Frank Stearns.

H's inability to find out anything at all about Sandy through channel s
seened to bug the hell out of him When official queries failed, he'd resorted
to overt friendliness, inviting her to |unches, dinners, and even a party, and
he seemed to take her continuous refusals as some sort of personal challenge.

"Well, hi, there, gorgeous!" said Stearns. "I'mabout to go get a late
l unch. Care to join me?"

Returning his grin with a small, polite smle, Sandy said, "Thanks
anyway. "

"I't's just a lunch, Sandy. | don't like to eat alone."

"Sorry, Frank. Get sonebody el se.™

Turning to watch her wal k past, Stearns asked, "Well, how about dinner
| ater?"

Wt hout turning around, she said, "You' re a coworker, Frank. It won't
happen. "

He sighed, "Hey, | don't agree with that policy, y'know?"

Wth a slight nod, Sandy said, "Yeah, | know Bye."

He must really have been hungry; for once, he didn't persist. Even if she
were interested in playing, it wouldn't happen with Frank Stearns. The guy was
a good team | eader, but Sandy had overheard himtal king to John Hartmann about
one of his dates.

He'd nade it sound as if he'd conquered Mount Everest and had given a
bl ow by- bl ow description of events -- as he renenbered them of course --

i ncluding their bedroom activities, some of which had sounded greatly
enbel | i shed.

No, there'd be no playing with Frank. Never wth Frank

Sandy let herself into room 426 and tossed her purse on the bed, then she
began taking off her clothes as she ran hot water in the bathtub and added
sone bubbl ebat h.

She wasn't tired and didn't have any aches or pains or frustrations to
soak away. Sandy just |iked bubbl ebaths and the private, quiet tine they
provi ded.

It was al so an opportunity to see what all had been issued with her
Dr agonCon badge, which was clipped to a plastic bag soneone had delivered and
pl aced on the bed.

Sandy pi cked the goodi e-bag up and peeked inside, then took it into the
bat hroom After getting confortable in the tub, she spent the next half hour
revi ewi ng convention literature.

The big, gl ossy-covered guide said there'd be several stars from TV shows
and novi es signing autographs, as well as a host of artists and authors.

It also listed a costune contest, three dances, discussion panels, and
several novies to be shown in the ballroonms. The dealer's roomvendor |ist
made it seemlikely that she'd find some unique jewelry or clothing.

A smal | er, pocket-sized bookl et contained a sinpler scheduling chart of



all events, panels, appearances, and other doings of interest during the four
days of the convention

Sandy used a yell ow highlighter on some of the chart's info blocks, then
rooted through the rest of the stuff in the bag; buttons, pins, party notices,
and ads and brochures for upcom ng science fiction nmovies and books.

By the time the bath water had cool ed Sandy had | ess than an hour to find
and get to a witer's panel titled 'Wrnen of Science Fiction'. She got out of
the tub and chose a fresh outfit fromher limted travel wardrobe.

Everyone el se at the convention seened to either be dressed for a camping
trip -- backpack included, in many cases -- or wearing sone kind of costuneg,
so Sandy decided to nake a fashion statement of sorts.

She chose an electric blue, md-thigh, sleeveless sheath dress that had a
white stripe down each side-seamand fit her rather closely. The blue shoes in
her shoe bag were a shade off, but in the crowd she was likely to encounter, a
shade -- or even a few shades -- probably wouldn't matter nuch.

Choosing a small silver necklace fromher travel kit, she put it on and
t hought about wearing earrings, then passed on them as bei ng unnecessary.

Not for the first time, the thought occurred to her that if her ears could
be pierced, she wouldn't have to wear those damed clip-ons that never seened
to stay clipped on.

St ocki ngs? No, she decided. Bare |l egs al so make a kind of statenent and
they usually got nore | ooks. After adding a touch of lip gloss, she scooped up
her purse and key card and headed for the el evators.

Chapter Three

The extra cops fromthe roof arrived. Avery sent two down to the sidewal k
and had the other two continue gathering info fromthe people in the cafe.

One started to approach Cade, so he opened his field jacket to show the
G ock inits holster. The cop conferred with Avery for a nonment, then headed
toward soneone el se as Cade got a coffee refill and returned to his table.

The i mage of the | eggy bl onde hoppi ng over the taxi and launching into the
sky with it replayed in Cade's m nd

Everyt hi ng he had ever read about flying bl ondes had appeared either in
com ¢ books or the same tabloids that reported things like Elvis and Jesus
sightings, and not one of those rags had ever printed a picture of a flying
bl onde that hadn't been fairly obviously altered.

In one case the original picture had been froma fashion shoot in the late
fifties and the nodel -- now in her eighties -- had sued and won a few
t housand bucks in court.

Cade deci ded that he now found the subject of flying bl ondes considerably
nore interesting and resolved to | ook into the matter as tine permtted.

Lt. Bain arrived, checked in with Avery, and headed for Cade's table. Cade
stood up as she approached and waved at Manuel as he asked Bain how she |iked
her coffee.

Smoot hi ng her skirt and hitching the back of her jacket clear as she sat
down, she responded instantly, "Two sugars, please. How do you feel about what
happened, M. Cade? About... about what you had to do, | nean?"

' About what he'd had to do'? Couldn't she say the words 'about shooting
peopl e' ?

"Next question, please," said Cade. "Manuel, put two sugars in hers,
okay?" Manuel nodded.

"M. Cade," said Bain, "I have no doubt the shooting was justified, if
that's your concern. |'m asking because..."
Interrupting her, Cade said, "I'mjust an inter-agency |oaner. You don't

have to be concerned about ny feelings."

Her gaze narrowed as she set her purse on the table and firmy said, "But
it happened while you were on loan to us, M. Cade, so if you should feel a
need for counseling, we have several good people available."

Counsel ing, huh? That would be a first. Cade kept a straight face to avoid



of fendi ng her as he glanced up to see how far al ong Manuel was with her
cof f ee.

Getting up to save Manuel a trip, Cade served Bain her coffee and said,
"Like | said, mlady; next question."

Bai n said nothing until Cade had handed her the coffee and sat back down.
She sipped for a nmonment, then set the coffee down on the table and regarded
Cade quietly for a tine.

"Ckay, then," she said, "The next question is, how many rounds did you
fire?"

"Four. Avery fired twice."

"You' re sure about that?"

"I"'msure. | hit himtwi ce up here and twice on the sidewal k when he ai ned
up at us. Avery fired at himon the sidewal k."
She nodded and said, "If any rounds went astray, we'll have to account for

them My | see your weapon?"

Cade unhol stered his G ock, dropped the clip and handed it to her, then
turned the gun slightly to the left and jacked the slide to eject the round in
t he chamber, which he caught with his |l eft hand and set upright on the table.

Leaving the dock's slide open, he set the gun on the table, as well, and
pi cked up his coffee. Bain had watched the casual enptying of the gun with one
eyebrow rai sed, then she gave Cade a wy | ook.

"Il bet that trick inpresses the hell out of sonme wonen."

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "The only wonen who' ve ever seen ne do that could
probably do it, too, LT, so | kind of doubt it. Are you through counting ny
bul | et s?"

Noddi ng, she handed hi mthe magazi ne and asked, "Did you have one in the
chanmber as well as a full magazi ne?"

As he thunbed the |l oose round into the top of the magazi ne, Cade said,
"Yup. One up the spout."

He put the magazine back in the @ ock and thunbed the slide release to
close it, then put the gun back in its holster

Bai n said, "Thank you," and sipped her coffee again before sighingly
saying, "lI'msorry, M. Cade, but you and your people were dropped on us from
out of the blue. | sinply don't know you well enough to just take your word
for some things."

Shruggi ng agai n, Cade said, "No problem Someone once said, 'Trust, but
verify'. It's a good policy. Now answer a question for ne, please."

"If I can.”

"Who was the woman who flew off with the car?"

"I can't tell you that." Heading off his next question, she quickly added,

"I don't know who she is. O was, |'mafraid. She was apparently dropped on
us, too."

" Apparent|y?"

Wth a curt nod, she said, "I hate to admt it, but she was a conplete

surprise to the Atlanta PD."

Cade met her gaze for a monent, decided that if she wasn't telling himthe
truth, it wasn't worth pushing, and said, "lI've seen tabloid reports of two
superwonen and didn't really believe in either one of themuntil today. One is
supposed to hang out in or around California and the other has been reported
nostly around Las Vegas."

"That's what |'ve heard, too. | made a request for info as soon as | heard
what happened. Before | got out of the commcenter, word had come down that |
was not to ask again."

Avery cane to the table and said, "Lieutenant Bain, we're going to need
you in a few mnutes."

"Ckay, I'lIl be right there," she said, then as Avery nodded and wal ked
away, she said, "M. Cade, ny office doesn't seemto have your contact info."

"My boss knows where to find ne."

Bai n gazed at Cade thoughtfully for a nmonent, then stood up and picked up
her purse as she said, "In that case, |I'll go see what Avery and Dol man have



for me."

Her eyes flicked to the unfinished report on the table.

"Il give that to Avery," said Cade

He sat back down as she wal ked away, but he didn't take his eyes off her
Great legs. Tall, brunette, and generally a fine exanple of womanhood. As she
passed the coffee bar her head turned slightly and Cade saw her | ooking back
at himin the mrror-finish of the coffee machine.

He gave her a nod that said, 'Yeah, lady. |I'mlooking."'

Bain held his reflected gaze for a nonent, then noved on to join the other
cops. Cade returned to finishing the police report and -- after rereading it
twice -- judged it finished about fifteen minutes later

Cade signed it and presented it to Avery, then pulled his DragonCon
"regi stered guest' badge out of his jacket pocket, clipped it to his collar
and headed into the hotel to see if this year's convention was still underway
after all the excitenent.

In the second-floor con suite, it seemed that a nunmber of other people
were wondering the same thing. They filled the con suite practically
wal | -to-wall as Cade squeezed in and | ooked around.

No answers there; Cade left the con suite and headed for the registration
ball roomon the first floor, taking the cell phone he'd been issued out of his
pocket and dialing the Atlanta nunber he'd been given for the m ssion

A woman answered with, "Zero-eight-two-six."

"Dragonfly here."

"Go, Dragonfly."

"I filed a police report. Nothing to add. Am | offline?"

"Yes. John says 'good job' and you're on standby."

"Ckay, thanks."

"You're wel cone. Enjoy your stay in Atlanta."

She di sconnected. Cade slipped the phone back in his pocket as he
approached the elevators. As usual, there was a herd of people waiting. Sone
began chanting in unison as if that woul d sonmrehow make the right el evator
[ ight cone on.

"Down, down; we wanna go down!"

As he waited, Cade's nmind returned to the nonment that the bl onde had
dragged the car out of the hotel's driveway. A Crown Vic's roof cane al npst
even with his shoulders. She'd been tall enough to easily see over it, so that
made her between five-seven and five-ten

And her |legs. By God, she'd had magnificent | egs. Even from across the
street, he'd seen that she'd had the long, solid |l egs of a fitness diva.

How had she happened to be on hand to deal with the car bonmb? He'd never
seen or heard any reports of flying blondes in Atlanta. Chances were she'd
been on tap just like nore than half of the other people he'd nmet during this
operation. That would make it likely that she'd been in town at |east a few
days, stashed somewhere as an ace in the hole.

It had to have been one hell of an explosion up there. Cade wondered if
she'd still been hanging onto the car when it blew Yeah, probably. She
couldn't very well let go of it. Damm.

Motion in the | obby bel ow caught his eye; the guy who' d been taking
pictures in the street was cradling the canera and | eading a small herd of
peopl e through the dense throng of conventioneers, heading toward the front
doors of the hotel

Spurred to action for yet-unclear reasons, Cade gl anced around for a way
t hrough the crowd by the el evators, but he realized that backtracking to the
stairs near the con suite would cost himtoo nuch tinme. He | ooked over the
rail at the | obby bel ow

The fountain bel ow the bal cony was the only area cl ear of people. Sw nging
his |l egs over the balcony rail and letting hinself dangle at the bottom of the
rail, Cade dropped perhaps seven feet into six inches of water

Amid cries of "Jesus!" and "Holy shit!", he clanbered out of the fountain
and bored through the crowd after the knight and his entourage, nearing them



just before they'd reached the sidewal k at the end of the hotel's carport.

"You! The knight!" yelled Cade.

The kni ght and nost of his group stopped i nmedi ately. They saw Cade,
soaked to the knees, running toward them

One worman shrieked, "He's got a gun!" and poi nted when she saw Cade's
shoul der hol ster, but someone el se | aughed and said, "So do all the
storntroopers, Sandy. | don't know who he's supposed to be from what novie,

t hough. "

Cade haul ed out his wallet and flashed his Atlanta PD Auxiliary Services
ID as he cane to a halt and said, "I'mnot a character froma novie. The gun's
real ."

Turning to the knight, he said, "You were taking pictures in the street
before the explosion. Did you get any cl oseups of the blonde who took the
car?"

"Hey, man!" said the knight, "What | got in this camera's worth sone
nmoney! |'ve already called Wrld News Net..."

"Yeah, fine," interrupted Cade. "WNN can wait. | need to see what you've
got in that canera.”

Soneone said, "Then you can catch the six o'clock news, just |ike
everybody else, man. This isn't evidence, it's news."

@ ancing at him Cade said, "She grabbed a taxi and took off with it. I'm
calling that grand theft auto. That nmakes this camera evidence, so you can
show me what's in it or you can spend the weekend in jail."

A guy behind the knight whined, "That's bullshit, man! She saved the
goddammed hotel and everybody in it. They're saying she was killed in the
expl osi on and now you' re saying you're gonna call her a car thief?!l"

"Only if your friend, here, doesn't cooperate."

The knight stood tall and said, "This is a four hundred dollar digita

canera. | can't give you a tape and there's no way in hell you're getting this
canera."

Si ghi ng, Cade said, "Look, | don't want your canera and | don't want to
arrest anybody." Leaning close, he growed, "I just want to see the damed

pictures. It's been over half an hour since the blast, so | figure you've
ei ther nade a copy on a conputer or you're selling the only copy, which would
make you one truly stupid fuck. Wiich is it?"

The knight stiffened briefly at that, but he realized that he could either
cooperate or spend his DragonCon weekend in a jail cell

"Yeah. | made a copy on ny laptop,” he said. "In case the news guys ripped
us of f."

"They won't," said Cade. "That's not how they work. You'll sell thema
copy and make me a copy on ny laptop and nobody will go to jail. Good enough?"

"You won't try to sell your copy?"

Rai sing his right hand, Cade said, "I swear | won't sell themor put them
up for the public on the internet. Now decide -- and | mean right now --

whet her you're going to nake me a copy or nmake me arrest you."

The wonman asked, "Jereny, how are you going to nake anot her copy on his
conput er? You have to have the canera software installed on the | aptop.”

"No sweat," said Cade. "I have a null cable. W'Il hook the |appies up and
send the pics to ny box."

And so it was. Cade acconpani ed Jerenmy and his little group to the WAN
of fices, who -- after seeing the canera's contents on the tiny flip-out screen
-- sent soneone to buy a canera like Jereny's in order to get the software
needed to transfer and renmpve the pictures fromthe canera.

The news honcho coughed up several thousand dollars when Jereny swore
there were no other copies -- a lie he'd have told anyway to keep his own
copies -- and the group returned to the hotel

Hal f an hour later, Cade had a copy of all the pictures. He sat at the
desk in his fourth-floor roomand studi ed each picture in turn as he cl eaned
his d ock and replaced the rounds he'd fired, then he chose three of the best
pictures to print.



Croppi ng away everything but the woman's face, he printed the pictures as
full - page i mages and studied her some nore over a cup of instant coffee.

Even as Cade had examined the smaller pictures on the | aptop's screen,
he'd begun to feel certain that -- sonewhere, at sone tine -- he'd either seen
the wonman before or seen soneone who coul d dammed near be her twin.

Hol ding a full-page bl owp of her face made things cone together in his
mnd. In 1996, he'd made a TDY visit to Nellis AFB with Captain Margaret Adams
of Air Force Intelligence

On the | ast weekend of the visit, she'd wanted to check out downtown Las
Vegas. Sone tine during that Saturday night he'd seen the wonman in the
pi cture, but sonething about her was different. Her hair? Mybe she hadn't
been a bl onde.

Using his art program Cade darkened her hair a few shades, then darkened

it sone nore. There was still sonething not quite right. Had she been wearing
gl asses? No, he didn't think so. Something el se. Col ored contacts, maybe.
Laptops and hard drives are like any other nachines; they'll usually break

down only at the worst possible tinmes. Cade couldn't burn a backup CD on the
| appi e, so he decided to take other precautions against |osing the pictures.

Using the room s phone line, he signed onto the internet and opened an
account at a free web host as ' ABC Products', created a directory for the
pi ctures on the server, nmade a picture-list web page and titled it
"productimges', and sent everything up to the site. He then nade a dummy
i ndex page that said, 'Under Construction' and contained no |inks.

After adding a 'no robots' text file to the root directory to keep search
engi nes out of the website, he tested the pages by view ng a couple of the
sequenti al | y-nunbered pictures.

It occurred to Cade that -- once WAN used the pictures on the news -- both
Jereny and WAN woul d be questioned at |ength, and Cade's invol verent woul d be
di scover ed.

In order to wi pe away all traces of his recent web activities, Cade noved
the Iaptop's 'cookie' files and cache files to a tenmporary directory, then
rebooted to DOS and deleted that directory and all the 'index.dat' and history
files using 'w pe.exe', which overwote files with garbage code before
del eting them

He then backed up his 'favorites' list, uninstalled and reinstalled the
browser so it would look as if he'd had to fix problens with the program and
very briefly visited several common websites to create new cache and history
files.

VWen the cof fee was gone, Cade checked his watch, put the computer away,
and put his thoughts and specul ati ons about the wonman on a nmental shelf as he
brushed his teeth, put on a clean shirt, and tossed his convention guides in
hi s backpack

He had |l ess than an hour to get to the first of four witer's conferences
listed in the program guide -- a discussion about 'Wnen of Science Fiction'
-- and he wanted to stop in the dealer's roomon the way.

Chapt er Four

The door to room 422 opened as Sandy neared it and a tall guy in jeans,
cowboy boots, and a green Arny field jacket stepped out. He pulled the door
shut with a glance in her direction that turned into a rather long | ook, then
he hefted his black backpack and foll owed her toward the el evators.

He had to be close to fifty; Sandy wondered which team he was with, and in
what capacity. Al the roonms from420 to 430 had been reserved as a block to
centralize personnel, so he had to be some kind of a cop or fed. O a liaison?

Pressing the 'down' button, she heard -- no, she '"felt' -- the man cone to
stand quietly a few feet behind her. Very quietly, she added after a few
monents. Al nost unnaturally quietly.

There was no rubbing of fabric or scuffing of his boots on the carpet. No
shifting of his backpack or even the soft creak of old boot |eather as weight



shifted fromone leg to the other. The guy was an enbodi ment of sil ence.

Sandy had to actually focus her hearing a bit to be sure he was breathing,
and she found it mldly unnerving that anyone could stand so silently for so
| ong.

Anot her few nmonents passed before she turned and grinningly said with a
rai sed eyebrow, "Just checking to see if you're really back there. You're very
quiet."

He nodded slightly and returned her grin. Wen she'd turned, his eyes
hadn't been on her butt or her legs, as she'd expected. They'd been on her
hair or shoul ders, because they'd net her eyes instantly. Sandy found that
odd, too.

The guy seened to study her face as he said, "Yeah, | guess | amkind of
qui et sometines. That's a nice outfit, mlady. It doesn't scream'| ook at
me!', but it can't very easily be ignored, either."

"Mlady'? Who calls a woman 'mi |l ady' these days? Sandy accepted his
conpliment as given and saw his eyes drop to her breasts. Correction; to her
badge, which hung fromone of her tiny demi-lapels. Her eyes fell to his badge
in return.

"Sandy Shield," he read, extending his hand. "Hi, Sandy. |'m Ed Cade."

Hi s eyes returned to hers as she shook his hand and said, "So | see. Nice
to neet you. Wiy's the nane bl ock on your badge |ight blue?"

"I"'mregistered as a guest author. Artists get a different color -- light
green, | think. Staff types get red or yellow"

She gl anced at his badge again, then asked, "Are you staying on this
floor? Was that your roomyou came out of?"

"Yup."

"I don't think anyone else on this floor is registered as a guest author
Why you?"

"Maybe it's because |'mreally an author."

Uh, huh, thought Sandy. Or maybe he was a reporter who' d gotten w nd of
somet hi ng? He'd conme out of one of the rooms in the agency block, but..

Her expression made himadd, "I'mw th John's crew. They pulled ne out of
retirement for this op when they found out 1'd be here anyway."

I f anything, her puzzlement grew. "Retirenment? From what? You don't | ook
old enough to be retired."

Shruggi ng slightly, Cade said, "I am though. Retired, that is. So | nust
be ol d enough, | guess. How about you? Which team are you with?"

"No team John put me in as a standal one."

"Who! A superspook, huh? Foreign or donestic? There seemto be sone of
each here today."

Shaki ng her head, Sandy said, "No, |I'mnot exactly with the NITA [|'ve
been, uhm .. coordinating things, you could say."

Sonething in Cade's expression seened to change al nost inperceptibly as he
nodded wi t hout comment. Sandy instantly got the inpression that he didn't
bel i eve her.

"What is it?" she asked with a small smile, "The fact that |I'ma bl onde?
Don't you think I could coordi nate anyt hi ng?"

Rai sing a hand slightly in protest, Cade grinningly said, "Ch, no, mlady,
it's nothing like that. 1'"msure you' re very good at what you do. | have no
doubt you could run an office if you had to. You'd | ook absolutely great while
you did it, too."

Thi nki ng that Cade nmeant that he thought she mi ght be one of those
"secretaries' who can't really type, Sandy asked rather om nously, "What the
hel| are you getting at?"

She wasn't in the | east prepared for his answer.

"Sandy," said Cade, "I saw you haul a car into the sky today. Adm n types
don't do stuff like that. They don't like to get their hands dirty."

A jolt shot through Sandy and her gaze at Cade narrowed peeringly as she
qui etly asked, "Are you nuts?! If you are, just tell me now so | can get the
hel | away from you, okay?"



The red 'down' light cane on as the elevator chimed its arrival. Cade
st epped around Sandy to cl ear the doorway.

Shifting his backpack slightly, he said, "Yeah, | was afraid you m ght
react like that. The dealer's roomcan wait. Let's go back to my roomfor sone
show and tell."

The el evator doors opened as Sandy whisperingly blurted, "Wat?!"

Nobody got off the elevator and the people aboard it | ooked questioningly
at Sandy and Cade until the doors closed again.

Once they were al one, Sandy stepped very close to Cade and was about to
say sonet hing scat hi ng when Cade said, "Okay, naybe that was a poor choice of
words, but | guarantee you'll be glad I showed you the pictures.”

Hovering between anger and startlenent, Sandy peered at Cade sharply as
she asked, "What pictures?!™

Shifting his backpack around front, Cade unzipped it and fished out the
three printouts, which he handed to her

"The pictures these bl owups were made from" he said. "A kid with a
digital canera took them He sold themto WNN about an hour ago."

After staring at the pictures for all of two seconds, Sandy grabbed her
cell phone out of her purse and di al ed.

Cade heard the same worman he'd tal ked to perhaps six tines in the last few
days say, "Zero-eight-two-six."

"Angel here," said Sandy.

"Go, Angel."
"I need to talk to John. Right now "
"He'll call you back. Do you need | ocal assistance?"

Loudly enough to be heard by the woman on the phone, Cade said, "Tell her
Dragonfly said 'no"."

"Angel, do you confirn?" asked the wonan.

Unrealizingly noddi ng as she studi ed Cade, Sandy said, "Yes. W aren't in
any danger here. W're trying to prevent a blown cover. Mne."

"Ckay, Angel. Hang up and stand by."

"Thank you."

For a long few nmonments, Sandy continued to study Cade in silence, then she
said, "W seemto know sone of the same people, Dragonfly. I'Il accept that as
a positive reference."

Ginning, Cade said, "Wll, that's dammed decent of you, ma'am You're
"Angel ', huh? I'd say that fits well enough. What now? |'m pretty sure someone

t hought of this possibility."

Noddi ng, Sandy said, "They did. W did. Were did you get these
pri nt out s?"

"I printed themfor reference. | thought you might still be in town and
wanted to be able to make a positive IDif | saw you again. GQuess | don't
really need them now, huh?"

Fol ding the pictures and putting themin her purse, Sandy said, "No, you
don't. Do you have any other pictures of nme?"

"Why even ask? You know they'll toss ny room and check ny | aptop on
general principles.”

Grabbi ng his jacket and yanki ng himclose, Sandy grow ed, "Don't be
difficult. I"'mnot in the nood."

Al nmost nose-to-nose with her again, Cade quietly said, "You shouldn't get
tough with people who are trying to help you. Al the pictures are on ny
| apt op. "

Sandy's cell phone chirped and she quickly answered it with her free hand,
not rel easing Cade as she did so. Cade had no problemat all with being an
inch fromher face. It allowed himto listen easily to both sides of the
conversation, which was rather short.

"Il meet you in 422," said John. "Five minutes. Here's Alan. Tell him
what you know to get the ball rolling."

"Hi, Angel," said Alan. "Wat have you got for ne?"

"Not hing," said Cade. "I'mthe one with the info."



He reached for the phone and Sandy let himtake it as she finally rel eased
his jacket, then he gave Al an particul ars about the kid who'd taken the
pi ctures and the names of those who'd bought the pictures at WAN

"I's that everything you' ve got on then?" asked Al an

"That's it," said Cade. "If | think of anything else, |'ve got your
nunber . "

"Ckay, thanks. Put Angel back on."

Cade handed the phone back to Sandy and heard Al an say in a rather intense
tone, "Angel, we don't know this guy from Adam He's just a part-tinme reserve
asset that John called in to fill the ranks for this op. | think you should
stick to himuntil we know that we know all he knows."

Wth a laugh, Cade said, "The 'part tine reserve asset' isn't exactly
unhappy with that idea."

"Aw, shit!" said Alan. "He can hear ne?"

Sonewhat acidly, Sandy asked, "Alan, do you have any ot her shining pearls
of wi sdom and advi ce?"

"Uh... No. Sorry."

"Later, then. Bye."

Hefting his backpack as Sandy tapped her phone off and put it away, Cade
grinningly offered her his armand asked, "Shall we go, mlady?"

Sandy shot hima glare and said, "Yes," as she started wal ki ng. Cade
followed at a slight distance, the better to eyeball her backside and | egs as
she marched ahead. Sandy abruptly stopped and waited for himto catch up, her
slight glare unabated.

"Great legs, ma'am" said Cade. "Great everything, really."

She nmade no reply as she wal ked beside him At 422, he let themin and
left the door slightly ajar for John, then took his coffee nmug to the sink and
began making a fresh cup

"Want to try sone of ny instant coffee?" he asked.

"No." As an afterthought, she added, "Thanks, anyway, but we cane here to
see sone pictures.”

Cade glanced in the mrror. Sandy was standing in the mddle of the room
Oh, well. She knew she didn't need an invitation to sit down. Conme to think of
it, she probably didn't feel any need to sit down as often as regul ar people
di d.

A sharp double tap at the door announced John's arrival and entrance. The
two nmen with himbegan nethodically searching Cade's room as John approached
Sandy and Cade and shook hands with both of them

"Sorry," John said as he gestured at the two guys rooting through Cade's
sui tcases. "Her people insisted.™

"Figured they might," said Cade. "Alan seened the cautious type. If | need
one, can | get a loaner |aptop while you root through m ne?"

Noddi ng, John said, "No problem" He turned to one of the guys searching
the room and sai d, "Chuck, he may be dropping by later to borrow one of the
pool | aptops."

"Yes, sir," said Chuck, resuming his efforts.

"Ed," said John, "Alan played back your report on ny way here. Can you add
anything to it?"

"Can't think of a thing, John. Al | really had were sone names and a room
nunber here at the hotel."

After another few nmoments, Chuck cane to | ook through Cade's backpack and
check his pockets, then said, "That's it, sir. Nothing left but the conmputer."
Turning to Cade, he asked, "Wat's your boot-up password?"

"Don't need one," said Cade. "Just hit 'enter'."

The guy raised an eyebrow at that, as did John

Laughi ng, Cade said, "Boot to DOS and you can w pe the password file and
reboot without one. | won't keep anything on a computer that | couldn't show
nmy not her."

Chuck | ooked at John and shruggi ngly nodded agreenent.

John | ooked at Cade and said, "Wll, okay, then. Sorry for the



i nconveni ence. "

"Ch, | guess I'll survive," said Cade. "Wat now? Think you can put a lid
on this thing?"

"Yeah, we think so. It depends on whet her WNN has al ready sent copies to
affiliates.”

At that, Sandy groaned softly.

Cade turned to Sandy and asked, "Sandy, why don't you wear a nmask or a
hood? O sonet hi ng?"

She replied rather testily, "Do you really think you're the first to
suggest that?"

"Not likely, and you didn't answer the question.”

Si ghi ng exasperatedly, she said, "lI've tried dozens of the dammed things.
At hi gh speeds they cone apart, blow off, or burn off, and everything |I've
tried that'll survive and stay put |ooks |like shit. Does that answer your

guestion well enough?"

Chuckl ing, Cade said, "Well, yeah. | guess so."

Wth another quick round of handshakes, John led his search team out of
the room |eaving Sandy and Cade to thensel ves. Sandy called Alan with an
update, then sighed and sat down at the roonms snall desk

Chapter Five

Al that could be done was bei ng done. John's people would try to find and
secure all copies of the pictures and warn everyone about dire consequences,
etc..., but Sandy seenmed to lack faith that his efforts would be enough

She' d known and accepted the risk of conplete exposure, of course, but
she'd al so hoped strongly against it. Another sigh escaped her as Cade put his
stuff back in his backpack and zi pped it shut.

Wt hout |ooking up fromthe desk, she nuttered, "Now we wait to see
whet her |I'm going to become a TV star tonight. |1've got a feeling that ny
privacy is about to be shot to hell."

"Not necessarily. Vegas is full of great-Iooking, |eggy blondes. |If anyone
says you |l ook like you, just thank themfor the conplinent and nove on."

For a monent Sandy staringly said nothing, then she quietly asked, "How
the hell did you know | live in Vegas?"

"I saw you there," said Cade. "Back in 1996."

Sitting up and turning around to give himan exasperated | ook, Sandy
replied, "1996? After all these years, you're absolutely sure it was ne you
saw?"

"Yeah," Cade said with a shrug. "I am Mnd if |I make a suggesti on?"

Tossing the pen she'd been fiddling with onto the desk, Sandy al nost
shouted, "COh, sure! Ch, hell, yes! Wy not?"

Thunbi ng at the door, Cade said, "Could be that John's people will square
this away. If not, you mght as well enjoy your l|last few hours of anonynity,
right? I'mjust saying, 'business as usual and hope for the best'. And we have
about fifteen minutes to get to that witer's panel ."

Sandy al nost | aughed at his |ast words, but she realized he was probably
right. What the hell; might as well. She stood up and pi cked up her purse,
putting her sentinment into words.

"What the hell; we might as well." Pointing at his shoul der hol ster, she
asked, "Do you really think you need that?"

"I"'mon standby. | think John would take it poorly if | had to say, 'Wit
one while |I run upstairs and get my gun'."

Noddi ng with a chuckle, Sandy said, "Yeah, | guess he mght, at that."

Cade got the door for her with a gentlenmanly flourish and they headed for
the el evator.

"Ed," said Sandy, "Most people are full of questions when they first neet

ne.
Noddi ng, Cade said, "Yeah, that seens likely," and nothing nore as they
approached the el evator



He pressed the 'down' button and stood beside her as he'd stood before;
silent to the extreme. Sandy suddenly realized that she hadn't noticed his
footsteps in the hallway, either

"Why are you so quiet?" she asked.

"Just a habit, | guess."

For once, the elevator arrived quickly and they boarded. As Sandy stepped
in and turned around to face the door, a brief and al nost conplete silence
occurred around her and she wondered if her pictures had al ready sonehow been
| eaked.

As the con-related chatter resumed around her, she heard two teen guys
whi spering in the back.

"Wow! Check her out, man!"

"You think I'"'mnot?! Jesus! I'd lick ny way up to her..."

A worman said, "One nmore word, Tim Go ahead. One nore."

"You aren't nmy nom Jackie. | can... OM"

"I'f you don't knock it off, I can tell your nomwhat a wonderful little
gentl eman you weren't at DragonCon. Now can the crap or 1'Il pinch your other

tit, you little twerp."

There were snickers and giggles and a snort of laughter. Sandy gl anced at
Cade with a grin and Cade returned it as the el evator doors opened and they
stepped into the | obby.

As the woman herded the two teens past themtoward the escal ators, Cade
sai d, "There goes your adoring public."

"Ch, wow," Sandy said in a flat tone. "Be still, ny heart."

They set forth toward the O chid Ballroomas Cade said, "Mst nmen never
grow out of that stage, you know. "

Ginning, she said, "I've noticed that now and then."

Si ghing dramatically, Cade said, "I feel so transparent."

Sandy | aughed, |ooked at him and | aughed agai n.

"Ed, you're probably one of the mpbst un-transparent people |I've ever net."

"The word for that is 'opaque', ma' am"

After a quick, sharp glance at him Sandy gave hima wy grin as she said,
"Yes, | know. | wasn't sure you would."

"Cee thanks. That, by the way, was an 'antiphrasis'.

Sandy stopped and | ooked intently up at himfor a nonent, nodded, then
conti nued wal ki ng.

As they reached the escalators that led to the ballroons bel ow, Cade
asked, "You had to | ook that one up, didn't you?"

VWhen Sandy didn't answer, Cade said in German, "I'mvery sure you have
been told often that you' re a very beautiful woman."

Wthout a hint of hesitation or unnecessary nodesty, Sandy replied in
German, "Yes, | have."

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Kinda thought you could do that."

" \Why 2"

"You woul dn't have been sent here unprepared.”

G ving Cade a sidelong gl ance, Sandy asked, "What nakes you think I was
sent here?"

"You aren't a product of normal anthropogenesis and nobody on Earth could
create you in a test tube. You were nmanufactured sonmewhere el se.” He gl anced
at her and added in French, "And whoever did it did a dammed fine job."

Sandy grinned and returned in French, "Thank you again,” with no regiona
accent. It was school book French; the precise, formal kind you learn only in
cl assrooms from peopl e who' ve never wal ked the streets of France.

"You had a good teacher," said Cade. "Human or machi ne?"

As they entered the Ochid Ballroom Sandy said, "M/ |anguage teacher was
a conputer about the size of this hotel."

"I"1l bet nost of it was enpty space; nostly just places for people to
hook up to it or whatever."

Choosing a pair of chairs in the third row, Sandy said, "You' d w n that
bet . "



A woman tapped on a water glass to start the panel introductions. Reps
fromtwo small presses and three self-published authors gave their names and
credits, then the noderator -- a woman who'd witten two PG 13 novel s and
sel f-published them -- opened the floor to questions.

The first question canme froma wonan in row two, who asked, "Wy is it
that women in science fiction are always portrayed only as victinms, goddesses,
or demobns?"

One of the small-press reps, a guy nanmed Donovan, said, "They aren't,
actually. Most wonen in sf are used as support characters, just as they are in
novi es and nusic videos. It's a trend that should be rectified."”

"Rectified how?" asked a woman in the seventh row. "Even nost fenale
authors tend to use nale | ead characters.”

Donovan shrugged and said, "If you're really an author, you'll wite your
characters your way."

"But if | buck the trend, will | ever be published?"

"N nety-ni ne percent of all manuscripts aren't published when they don't
buck trends, so all you can do is try, like everybody else.”

The rest of the session was about the sanme. Nobody asked any questi ons
that couldn't be answered in about the sane manner, and one of the small-press
guys gently ranted about how expenses and tight budgets made publishers
extremely sel ective about what sorts of manuscripts were accepted.

One of the self-published authors used the small-press guy's rant as a
springboard for extolling the virtues of being your own publisher, citing
total control and other aspects.

Soneone asked hi m how many copies of his book were sitting in his garage,
waiting to be sold, and how many copi es had been sold. The sel f-pubber's
answer was rather vague, but it didn't actually seemevasive; in fact, it
seened to Cade that the guy had sinply been unprepared for the question and
really didn't have the actual nunbers at hand.

A guy in the fourth row asked if epublishing could be considered a valid
form of being published.

Donovan took that question, too, and opined that -- as far as he was
concerned -- 'real' books were nade of paper. It was a wholly predictable
response froma guy who nmade his living as a paperback publisher

Cade raised a hand, and when call ed upon said, "Since 1999, |I've paid
taxes on nearly thirty thousand dollars that canme from ebook sales on the
Internet. How are books that people pay for and read not 'real' books?"

G ancing to his left and right as if for solidarity with the others of the
panel , Donovan said, "Let's make one thing clear, sir; you' ve been selling
conputer files, not books."

"That's why they call them'e'-books. My question stands."

The noderator said, "This is off-topic. This panel is about 'Wnen of
Science Fiction', not methods of publishing."

"You coul d have said that earlier,"” said Cade, "Wen the second or third
guestion wasn't about 'Wnen of Science Fiction' and before thirty m nutes
were spent on off-topic topics. Let M. Donovan answer mny question, if he
will."

"He won't," said Donovan. "She's right; this is off-topic and we shoul d
get back to the reason for this panel."

Cade' s chuckl e earned hima curious glance from Sandy and a few ot hers
nearby as the noderator, herself, rather ineptly tried to manufacture a
topic-related question to force the panel back on track and get it rolling
agai n.

As Sandy and Cade headed back to the escal ators, she said, "Only one
percent of manuscripts being published doesn't offer authors much hope of
making a living fromtheir work.'

"Those people want to see their nane on a paperback. For them it won't be
about noney unl ess they get published. Mst of themdon't even have a
realistic concept of how rmuch -- or howlittle, actually -- published authors
truly earn fromtheir books. Today they'll bitch about stacks of rejection



slips, wasted tinme and postage, and stupid editors who can't see the value in
their work. If they happen to get published, they'll w nd up bitching about
bei ng screwed by their publishers over rights and book returns from chain
stores."
After a short |augh, Sandy asked, "Then why do you go to these panel s?"
Ginning, Cade said, "Sometinmes they stay on topic."

She shrugged and said, "I feel as if |I've just wasted an hour wth that
one. Don't you?"
"Nope. | can usually find sone way to use even an experience like that in

one of ny ebooks."

Sandy was about to say somet hing when her cell phone chirped. She and Cade
stepped out of the flow of foot traffic as she answered the call

"Angel here."

"Alan. W found Hanad Marjeel and two of his people right across the
street. The Rivage seens to be getting all their business today. Instead of
runni ng, they grabbed a couple of hostages in 831 and they're denmandi ng nedi a
coverage."

"Meani ng you want ne to go in as a reporter?"

"It's all we can come up with. W're staging up in 835."

Sandy said, "I'mon nmy way."

"You'll be holding a m ke and handling the interview " said Cade. "You'l
need a caneranman. "

"You' re vol unt eeri ng?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Well, if you' d prefer to have one of the younger
guys in there with you... You know, one of the guys with a wife and kids..?"

Sandy gave hima wy | ook and nodded, then said, "Alan, | already have a
canmer aman. "

" Cade?"

"Yes. W'll be there shortly."

She put her phone away and gestured for Cade to hurry along as she took
the escal ator steps three at a tine, weaving her way upward past sonme very
startl ed peopl e.

Cade foll owed at a sonewhat nore sedate pace, taking only two steps at a
time and easing past the other riders. The terrorists wanted medi a coverage
and they had hostages as | everage, so they weren't going anywhere right away.

At the front doors, Sandy was waiting for him

"You sure you're up to this?" she asked.

"What's the hurry?" asked Cade. "They'll be there. Were do we get news
credentials and hardware on short notice?"

As they started across the sidewalk to the street, Sandy said, "That's
Alan's job."

"M ght want to give hima ring and see what he's doing about that."

"I already know what he's doing about it. He's doi ng whatever he has to."

As it happened, that's exactly what Al an was doi ng when they wal ked into
room 835. The two newsies from Channel N ne and the three from VWN were
al ready there, arguing about who'd be going in to talk to the terrorists.

Al an handed the video canera he was examining to Cade |ike an unwi el dy
football and asked, "Do you know how to operate one of these?"

"I aimit at the bad guys while | press the trigger button."”

"You've got it."

John came into the room and asked, "Wat's the plan so far, people?"

"They'l|l act like reporters,” said Al an, nodding at Sandy and Cade. "If
they can disarmthe situation, they will. If not, they'll continue to act |ike
reporters and we'll try sonething el se.™

A man cane trotting into the roomto hand Al an a couple of |am nated press
badges. He stood by as Al an examined them then he | ed the real newspeopl e out
of the room

Handi ng one of the badges to Sandy, Al an said, "You' re Mary Wnston,
intrepid reporter for WAN." Handi ng the other badge to Cade, he said, "And
you're ant Parker from Channel Nine. This will be called a cooperative news



effort.”

Turning to John, he said, "If anyone was watching, they saw the real G ant
and Wnston rush over here.”

Noddi ng, John said, "Gkay, then. Check the gear and confirmthe feeds to

WAN and Nine. There'll be some deliberate static in the first few seconds and
an excuse will be made about adjusting the signal, then we'll switch the feed
to an in-house |l oop. Wiile our terrorists are watching thensel ves bei ng

i nterviewed on TV, anyone outside will be taken back to whatever was on
before. "

Chapter Six

Cade left his coat and gun with John, and for appearances' sake, both
Sandy and Cade were taken to the doorway of 831 to let the terrorists see them
putting on Kevlar vests as they received platitudi nous encouragenents.

VWen they were finally sent into the room Hamad Marjeel stopped them at
t he doorway and one of his men quickly frisked them for weapons and checked
their gear before allowing themto pass. The man then shoved ahead of them
into the roomto take up a position at one side of the bed.

Marjeel and the other two nmen appeared to be in their twenties and
thirties and wore western clothing. All were cl ean-shaven and only their
weapons and attitudes nmade them | ook nore like terrorists than a trio of
of f-duty yuppi es.

As Sandy and Cade energed fromthe room s short hallway past the bat hroom
they saw two wonmen in their sixties lying stiffly on the bed. A man on each
side of the bed held a pistol aimed at each wonan's head and Marjeel held a
bl ack Beretta 9mm pi stol ained generally between Sandy and Cade.

In a tone dripping with disdain, Marjeel said, "Wlconme, friends of the
nmedi a. Before we begin, do you understand that your function here is nerely to
record ny words, and not to speak unless invited to do so?"

"Yes," said Sandy.

Cade had been exam ning the side of his canera. He bunped it once with the
heel of his hand, listened to it for a nmonment, then |ooked up and nodded as he
said, "Sure."

"Are you having difficulties with your camera?"

"Well, it seenms okay now. Your guy, there, may have yanked sonething too
hard while he was nmessing with it."

"Are you sure it will work properly? Do you need anot her?"

Hol ding the camera up and aimng at the ceiling, Cade pulled the trigger
A red 'record light came on at the front.

"Looks like it's working now," said Cade. "I couldn't get the one |I wanted

to use for this. Sonmebody probably has it out on the | oop, shooting traffic
footage or..."

"Quiet!" snapped Marjeel. Turning to Sandy, he asked, "Are you ready to
begi n?"

"Yes," said Sandy, thunbing the mke's 'on' swtch.

"Yeah. Locked and | oaded," said Cade, patting the camera.

Hi s commrent drew narrow gl ances from Marjeel and one of the other
terrorists, which likely neant that the one who'd ignored his words hadn't
understood the term Maybe he didn't speak English? O maybe he just didn't
speak it well.

Sandy stood in front of the camera |ong enough to introduce herself as
Mary Wnston of WAN and i ntroduce Hamad Marjeel according to what he'd witten
on a sheet of hotel stationery, then she stepped aside and |l et him have center
st age.

Marj eel began reading froma prepared speech that dragged on for a good
twenty mnutes. It was full of catchwords and phrases dear to the hearts of
Ameri ca- bashers everywhere, but it also contained quite a bit of Islamc
religious rhetoric.

He started the speech conversationally enough in firmtones, but soon he



began to sound a bit strident, and by the tinme he hit the third or fourth
page, he sounded a helluva lot like Adolf Hitler, alnost ranting at the
caner a

The speech ended rather abruptly and Marjeel seemed to conpose hinself in
silence for sone nonents before saying, "Now it is time to prove yet again to
the Great Satan Anerica that we are not only willing to kill, we are willing
to die."

He'd barely begun to turn toward the bed when Cade let up on the canera's
trigger, again whacked the side of the canera, and said, "Hey, wait one. Dam.
Can we get another take on that |ast bit?"

Everybody was | ooking at himas if he was crazy, including Sandy. Cade
t hunped the canera again and triggered it briefly, making the light flicker
then thunped it again.

"Well, that's it," said Cade. "Did we get enough?"

Rai sing his pistol, Marjeel thundered, "Do you wish to die?!"

One of the guys by the bed -- the possible non-English speaker -- also
ai med his gun at Cade and the other guy's gun wavered fromthe worman who'd
been his target.

Hol ding the camera in both hands as if offering it to Marjeel, Cade said,
"Well, here, dude. You try to make it work."

VWhen Marjeel grabbed for the canera's handl e, Cade shoved the canera at
Marjeel's face |like a basketball. Launching hinself right behind the camera,
Cade drove Marjeel across the roomand to the floor, his left hand | ocked on
the wist of Marjeel's gun hand and his right grasping the front of the
terrorist's shirt.

They | anded hard, both of Cade's knees tightly together in the center of
Marjeel's stomach as his back hit the floor. A loud, shouting groan escaped
Marjeel on inmpact and his body tried to curl up, but Cade was in the way.

VWen Marjeel wouldn't let go of the gun and tried to shove Cade off, Cade
rammed an el bow straight down into his throat, then forced Marjeel's gun arm
over the camera and | eaned on it. There was a sickening snap of bone, Marjeel
shri eked, and Cade was at |ast able to pry the gun out of his fingers.

Marjeel tried a rather inept |eft-handed punch at Cade, so Cade swatted
himin the tenple with the Beretta to cal m himdown. Raising his head, Cade
| ooked ar ound.

Sandy was standing beside them Both of the other gunmen were down and
their guns were in Sandy's hands. The two hostages were sitting up, barely
beginning to realize that their danger was over as what seened |like a dozen
nore people in SWAT gear flooded the room

Cade rolled off Marjeel and got to his feet, handing the gun to one of the
SWAT guys. Marjeel feebly tried to spit at Cade, but nissed. He still seened a
bit disoriented.

John wal ked up and extended a hand to Sandy, then to Cade, and said, "Good
job, people. Geat job."

"Thanks, " said Sandy.

"Yeah," said Cade. "I'l|l be down the hall."

"Ckay," said John, "See you in a few"

Sandy | ooked after himquizzically as he left the roomand asked John, "Is
he okay?"

"Sure," said John. "He's like that, that's all. A few nminutes from now
he'll be his usual cheery self."

"Hi s usual cheery self, huh?" thought Cade with a small grin as he entered
the hall and headed for 835. 'Up yours, John.'

The guy at the canera console in 835 | ooked up as Cade cane in and started
to say sonething, but Cade raised a hand and said, "Play it back for me. Show
me what she did."

Noddi ng, the guy hit rewind as he said, "Good job in there."

Anot her 'good job'. Damm all overused phrases.

"Thanks. "

VWen the scene on screen had reversed to Cade hol ding the camera, the guy



hit 'play' . Cade kept his eyes on Sandy as the action proceeded. She seened to
| eave the floor and lean slightly forward before she al nost di sappeared
conpl etely.

The bl ack and bl ue colors of Sandy's Kevlar jacket and dress seened to
stretch across the roomto the first gunman and conti nued streaki ng across the
bed to the second gunman.

Both men fell to the floor at about the sanme tinme and the blur canme to a
stop by the nmen struggling on the floor. Sandy stood hol di ng both nens
pi stol s as she watched Marjeel and Cade scuffle.

"Jeeezus!" breathed the consol e guy.

"Try it at half-speed," said Cade.

The guy stopped the tape and rewound, then set the speed bar and played it
again. Sandy was still blurred, but vaguely identifiable as a blonde in a blue
dress instead of sinply a streak across the screen. They were still unable to
see what, exactly, she'd done to the gunmnen.

"Jeeezus!" the console guy muttered again. Checking his watch against the
tape counter, he said, "When you nade your nove, she took the other two out in
| ess than three-tenths of a second!"

"Yeah, she's pretty quick," agreed Cade. "Thanks."

He turned fromthe screen and went to the bathroom took a | eak and washed
Marjeel's taint fromhis hands, then conbed his hair and headed back out to
t he bedroom

Hal f a dozen people were clustered around the console, playing and
repl ayi ng Sandy's part of the action and maki ng vari ous amazed comrents about
her as she appeared in the doorway. For a few nmonents she watched and |i stened
to them then she | ooked at Cade.

"Are you all right?" she asked

As Cade said, "Yup," sonme of the awe-struck people turned to stare at her
Two nmen hurried over to her, raving about how she'd handl ed the two gunnen so
qui ckly and hel pi ng her out of her Kevlar vest.

Anot her guy pulled open the closures on Cade's jacket and took it, then
Cade left Sandy to her adulation and went to clinb back into his shoulder rig
and field jacket, tossing his phony 'press' badge on the bed.

John came in and nonmentarily joined the group by the console, then went to
stand by Cade and asked, "She's really sonething, isn't she?"

"Ch, hell, yes, John. Every bit of sonething. How s your
pi cture-col l ecting com ng al ong?"

"I can only tell you what | told her. Qur people are working on it. So far
we' ve recovered five sets at WAN al one.”

"It doesn't | ook good for total containnent, huh?"

Shaki ng his head, John said, "Honestly? No, it doesn't. And if they get to
the internet, we can forget about it."

"No shit. John, do you renmenber the Marilyn Mnroe and Elvis | ook-alike
contests back in the sixties?"

He shrugged. "Yeah. Vaguely, | guess."

"They happened all over the country. If Sandy's pictures get out, naybe
the thing to do is hold contests in L.A, Vegas, and all the major cities as
qui ckly as possible. Send up sone chaff. Mike Sandy Shi el d-wannabes all over
the place and give her a nationwide crowd to get lost in; otherw se she'l
have to hide between nissions in order to have any privacy at all. Now tell ne
somet hi ng, John."

"What ' s that?"

"Tell me why didn't you just let her buzz into the roomand grab all the

guns. |'ve seen the tape. Wth a running start fromthe hallway she could have
zapped themall in half a second or |ess and been out of there.”
Wth a straight face, John said, "It was felt that we needed a distraction

to mnimze risk."

"And | need taller boots. Just tell ne you aren't going to tell me, John
Don't bullshit ne."

Noddi ng, John said, "Ckay. | can't tell you."



"That means soneone else is in comand of this op. Soneone | don't know. |
really don't like that, John."

Sighing slightly, John said, "Well, | don't either, but you know it isn't
the first time and it won't be the last."

"Can you tell me who's running the show?"

"Not at this tinme."

"That sucks, John."

Noddi ng agai n, John said, "That's how | see it, too, but that's how it
is."

Soneone called to John fromthe doorway and John excused hinself, patting

Sandy' s shoul der on the way past her and saying, "Thanks again for your help."

Sandy shortly disengaged from her SWAT fan club and joi ned Cade by the

bed.
"I's everything all right?" she asked.
"No," said Cade. "John can't tell ne who's running this op."
"Neither can |I," said Sandy. "Alan's getting his orders from John and
won't admt to knowi ng anything else. Does it really matter who's at the top?"
"It does to ne, but as long as John's in nmy command chain, 1'Il go al ong

with things. Do you have di nner plans?"

"Yes. Some of the people frommy group are going to Del Monico's around
seven if nothing el se happens. Want to cone with us?"

"No, thanks," he pulled the DragonCon schedul e hal fway out of his pocket,
"I'"m gonna di sappear before they let the news people out and go find sone
food. There are a couple of things | want to check out between seven and
ni ne."

Reaching to touch his arm Sandy said quietly, "You gave me the opening
needed in there. Thanks."

Regarding her silently for a noment, Cade said, "You didn't need ne at
all, Sandy. After | saw the playback, | asked John why you didn't handle the
whol e ness yoursel f."

Letting her hand fall to her side, Sandy said, "That wasn't the plan, Ed.
That's all | can say."

A woman cal l ed Sandy fromthe doorway.

Sandy nodded to let the woman know she'd heard and turned back to Cade to
ask, "What's your issue-cell nunmber?"

"Forty-two-ei ghteen. Yours?"

"Zer o-two-two-one. "

Al t hough he knew that the cells were recharged and reissued in no
particul ar order, Cade grinningly said, "Ww, that's a | ow nunber. You nust be
somebody special, m'am™

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "No, not me. They just handed nme one from a box."

An awkward noment of parting was devel oping. Cade curtailed it by
extendi ng a hand and saying, "lI'moff in search of dinner. See you later
m | ady. "

Cat ching her lower |lip between her teeth for a noment as she shook hands,
Sandy said, "Yeah. See you later, Ed."

As Cade |left her to head for the door, a guy asked, "Have you been
debri ef ed?"

Thunmbi ng at the consol e that was bei ng packed into nmetal suitcases, Cade
said, "lIt's all on tape. John has ny nunber."

"Debriefed , thought Cade as he entered the hallway. Wat kind of a putz
cane up with that word? Probably a politician

Chapt er Seven

Sandy wat ched Cade | eave the room and wondered how such people canme to be.
She'd met a few others somewhat |ike himsince her arrival on Earth and her
i nvol venment with the NIA. None of them had tal ked nuch and few had been as
smlingly sociable with her as Cade.

She paused by the door to help the two nen who were working to angle the



| ong commo equi pnent trunk through the narrow hallway to the corridor

One guy grousingly asked, "How the hell did they get it in here in the
first place?"

Grasping the top strap in her right hand, Sandy lifted it out of their
hands and said, "I'Il hold it. You guide it."

After a noment of staring, the men steered the trunk through the door
frame and into the corridor, where Sandy put it down on end for a guy with a
t wo- wheel ed dol |l y.

One of the guys marveled at the way the | eather-and-netal handgrip on top
had been deformed by her grip and said he was going to replace it just to have
this one as a souvenir.

When John saw Sandy at the door of 835, he excused hinself fromthe two
worren who' d been hostages and went to her, |eading her a short distance away
from everyone el se

"Sandy," John enthused, "I just wanted to say that |'ve never seen
anything like that in nmy life. It was amazing. | can't tell you how happy we
are to have you aboard."

"Thanks, John. Can you tell ne why you wouldn't let me go in there al one?"

Expecting her to sinply accept his words, Sandy's question appeared to
t ake hi m sonewhat aback, but he recovered and said, "No. |I'msorry, but I
can't."

"Can you at least tell ne whether it was your idea or someone el se's?"

He shook his head. "No, Sandy. |'msorry, but..." A thought seened to
occur to himand he asked, "Were's Cade? He hasn't been debriefed yet."

For some reason, it gave Sandy a tw nge of pleasure to say, "I believe he
went to see about some dinner, John. Besides, what debriefing is really
necessary? You have it on tape.”

John regarded her thoughtfully for a nmonent.

As he was about to say sonething el se, Sandy asked, "WAs he 'debriefed
after what happened earlier today? Fromwhat |'ve heard, he just filed a
police report and left."

"You know about that, huh?"

"Yes," she said flatly. "Ringer told me why the car blew up. Wat's going
on, John? Wy all the secrecy?"

Looki ng pai ned, John said, "Look, Sandy, talking could cost nme ny job.

G ve me a break, okay?" After a short sigh, he added, "Here's some good news.
W think we may have all the copies of the pictures sold to WNN. The risk at
the nmonent is that sonmeone who had a set nay have posted themon the internet.
Nobody's adnmitted to that, but the only way to know for sure is to wait and
see. "

Thunbi ng over her shoul der at room 835, Sandy asked, "What about the tape
of what happened in there?"

In a firmtone, John said, "It goes into an NIA vault. One copy goes to
Washington. That's it."

"Does Washington get copies of all your incident tapes?"

"Well, no, but this one's not exactly routine and |I've been ordered to
supply a copy."

Al t oget her unent hused, Sandy nuttered, "Uh, huh. Is there anything else,
John? | have to go do some things."

He shook his head and said, "No, nothing else that | can think of. Thanks
agai n, Sandy."

Noddi ng, she said, "You re welcone. See you later, John."

Headi ng back past 835, Sandy refocused her vision and began | ooking inside
t he trunks, bags, and boxes that were lined up for renmoval along the wall.

She saw the outlines of all sorts of objects, electronic components, and
weapons, but no tapes. d ancing around slowy, she |let her vision sweep the
interiors of nearby roons from835 to 831, but saw no vi deocassettes of any
type.

Then she realized that the large trunk was m ssing fromthe equi pnent
lineup. Lifting slightly fromthe floor, Sandy flew toward the el evator



al cove, arriving just as the doors opened for the two guys who' d taken the
trunk on the dolly.

Landi ng and smiling as she approached, Sandy said, "H , guys. Need anot her
hand with it?"

One grinned at her as they stood the dolly upright in the elevator and
said, "No, ma'am | think we've got it this tinme."

Sandy boarded the el evator and pretended to exam ne the danage she'd done
to the handl e as she scanned the trunk and chatted with the guys.

She saw three cassettes in the trunk and used her heat vision to nelt the
fragile tape within each cassette. They -- whoever 'they' happened to be --
woul d realize the damage hadn't happened by accident, of course. The damaged
tapes were Sandy's message to them "No pictures.”

Wuld it really do any good? O would her action sinply piss sonebody off
enough to | eak the other pictures? Sandy sighed, know ng that her exposure was
i nevitabl e, anyway, but she vowed to stave it off as |long as possible. Privacy
was just too dammed hard to cone by.

There wasn't really any way to pressure the authorities. She couldn't in
good conscience refuse to help in matters of life and death. On the ot her
hand, she could I et them know that quite a nunber of their other hopes and
pl ans invol ving the cooperation of a superworman woul d becone null and void the

nmonent any pictures were found -- or even suspected -- to have | eaked from any
gover nment of fi ces.
Sandy nmentally studied her |ist of agency... 'acquaintances'. That was the

best that she could call them really, even after two weeks of working with
them Mst of themwere nore than a little in awe of her and sone even seened
to fear her.

John Cooke, who was nominally in charge of this N A op, but seenmed unabl e
to let even his star players know who was really running the show.

Al an Vosier, who reported to and took his orders from John

Karen Phillips, who |liaisoned between John and someone el se, probably the
nanel ess entity controlling the op

Ed Cade, who called hinmself sem -retired, appeared to work directly with
John, and... And what? She realized that she knew al nbst nothing el se about
him Nothing at all

Sandy suddenly also realized that Cade had so far seened to conme and go
like a cat, disdaining such formalities as 'debriefings', although he'd filed
a police report after the first incident of the day because he'd used his gun

He definitely hadn't seened either in awe or afraid of her. Instead of
aski ng her dozens of questions about herself, he'd sinply asked her to
val i date his own concl usi ons.

O had he? Yes. Once, at least; in asking whether her |anguage teacher had
been human or machine. In all else, he'd sinply stated his concl usi ons about
her, and they'd been right.

Furt hernmore, although she and Cade hadn't discussed possibilities or been
i ssued a plan of action, when Cade had pounced on Marjeel, he'd done so with
apparently no doubt at all that she could and would deal with the other two
terrorists.

How coul d he have had such inplicit faith in her?

Sandy couldn't really envision any of the other agency people she'd mnet
attenpting rmuch of anything without a thoroughly pre-discussed plan that had
been specifically approved by soneone up the chain; a plan that woul d cover
all contingencies and especially peoples' asses after any fuckups.

That line of thinking | ed her back to the question of why she hadn't been
allowed to go in alone. Those of consequence within the NI A knew her
capabilities fromdenonstrations of her speed and strength at White Sands on
two occasi ons.

The el evator doors opening at the second fl oor roused Sandy from her
contenpl ati ons. Two nen and a woman st epped aboard and noved to one side, then
the doors closed and the el evator descended.

VWen the doors opened agai n, Sandy nodded goodbye to the two nmen with the



trunk and strode out of the elevator at alnpbst a march step, in keeping with
her mood, but had no particular destination in mnd.

The | obby of the Rivage Hotel seened crowded with people in various
costumes. Sandy asked a nearby woman in an alien costume what was going on and
was informed that prelimnaries for the first costune contest of the
convention were about to be filmed for the local six o' clock news.

Soneone heral ded the arrival of a canera crew and equi pnent and shepherded
themto one side of the doors to a ballroom where they began setting up their
lights, reflectors, and other gear. Two hotel enployees wheel ed a bi g-screen
TV to the sane area and plugged it in, then left.

Oh, great. |If John's people had m ssed even one copy of the pictures or
failed to properly intimdate even one news hound, she could be in the niddle
of this crowd when sone tal king head said, "This footage just arrived..." and
everybody saw her airlifting a taxi on that huge dammed screen

Wul d they do that after being contacted by the NIA? Ch, hell, yes, they
woul d, even if it meant having someone 'anonynously' send the pics to severa
news outfits at once so they could cover their asses |ater

Sandy spun on her heel and -- again at a march step, but this time with a
destination in mnd -- headed for the wal kway where she'd nade her Atlanta
debut .

Di sdai ni ng the revol ving door, she used the left side door in a nmanner
that made the nechanismring and clatter and continued down the wal kway with a
gl ance at the spot where the explosive taxi had been

At the bottom of the ranp she had to wait for the light at the corner to
interrupt the flow of traffic. Looking around, Sandy saw the faint renmains of
a stain on the nearby sidewal k and spotted glitterings of overl ooked shards of
glass in the shrubbery by the wall. d ancing up, she saw that the cafe's
wi ndow had al ready been repl aced.

VWen the crossing guard stepped into the street and waved to people on the
si dewal ks, Sandy's march continued against the flow of nore costuned people on
their way to the contest prelimnaries.

Across the street and up the steep steps she went; past the pool and into
the | ower | obby of her own hotel, with little attention spent on anythi ng
except getting past the oncom ng herd of people and the crowd by the
escal ators.

The group waiting for the elevators in the main | obby was | arge, as
al ways. Sandy cut left and headed for the stairs, instead, dodgi ng peopl e who
preferred the stairs as a short cut to the convention's hospitality suite in
221, which was only a few steps fromthe stairwell

Traffic on the stairs thinned to nothing above the second floor and Sandy
fl ew above the steps until she reached the fourth fl oor

Through the stairwell door and down the corridor toward her room she went.
A man in a suit -- one of Frank's people -- glanced out of one of the roons
and recogni zed her with a nod and a small salute. Sandy nodded back as she
passed, but her stride remmi ned constant until she reached her door

Once in her room Sandy picked up the TV's renpote as she set her purse and
key card on the bed, flicked the channel to WNN, and noted the tinme on the
screen bar.

Five-fifty-eight. Two minutes to newstime. Sandy sat on the edge of the
bed and watched the remants of an item about sonme event in Marseilles,

France, that didn't seemparticularly newsworthy to her

The cell phone in her purse chirped and she reached for it with nore than
a trace of irritation. Someone had to choose just this nonment to call her..

Tapping it on, she said, "Angel here."

"Dragonfly here. You sound a little tense, mlady. Sounds as if we're
wat chi ng t he same channel . "

Li stening to the background sounds at his end, Sandy said, "Yes, we are.

It sounds as if you're in a bar, Dragonfly."

"Only because | am ma'am | stopped in the |obby's pub to grab a burger

platter. Had the bartender turn on the news, in case the newsies have used the



| ast couple of hours to figure a way around the confiscations. Have you nade
any plans yet?"

"Pl ans?"

"Yeah. If they show the pictures, will you stay at the convention or
| eave?"

Wth a ladylike snort, Sandy said, "Leave, I'd think."

"Wn't help," said Cade. "If | can nmake bl owmups, others can, too, and
they' Il circulate nationwi de. Wirldwi de. Did you see the ' Dawn' | ookalike

contest in the programguide? If the pictures are shown, what would you say to
a 'Sandy Shield Lookalike Contest'? After sonething like that, you'd be just
another pretty tree in the forest while you're here."

After a noment of horrified silence, Sandy asked, "You're actually
serious, aren't you?"

Around a mout hful of french fries, Cade said, "Yup. | know a guy who can
set it up and they can build it into one of the other costune contests. It can
be the first of its kind."

"The what ?!"

"The first ever 'Sandy Shield Lookalike Contest'. Who knows? If you enter
you mi ght even win. Think about it and call me back after the news."

He di sconnected and Sandy sat staring at the phone. Had Cade |ost his
m nd?

Chapt er Ei ght

The | ast commercial ended and the fanfare intro nusic for the
t op- of -t he- hour news began as a camera zooned in on the head and shoul ders of
a smling brunette anchorwoman who introduced herself as Wendy Swal e.

VWen the first quarter of the hour dealt only with the usual sorts of news
and i ssues of the day, Sandy began to feel as if she'd been worried for
nothing. After all, John had the full weight of the US governnent behind him
and. ..

"Ladi es and gentlenen," said Wendy, "W've just been inforned that the
foll owi ng footage, taken with a digital camera in downtown Atlanta earlier
this afternoon, has been sent anonynmously to nore than one hundred news
organi zati ons worl dwi de. Wth nore on the story, here's David Thrush, our news
director."

Thrush's head and shoul ders were full-screen as he greeted the audi ence,
then he was quickly reduced to quarter-screen as a second canera feed filled
the rest of the screen.

Sandy's fists clenched and her heart sank as she watched herself |eap over
the taxi, lift the front end of it, and launch skyward. The canera rather
bel atedly el evated to foll ow her upward and stayed focused on her until the
taxi expl oded.

Car horns sounded, the camera swiveled and |lowered to cone to rest on a
rapi dly approaching wall of traffic, and then there was a brief break of
bl ackness before the entire sequence of events was repeated.

As the scene replayed a few more tines to his left, Thrush expl ai ned t hat
the pictures appeared to be genuine. He nodded to soneone off-screen and the
repetitions of Sandy taking off with the car were replaced by a bl owup of her
face.

The expanded vi ew wasn't very clear, but at that nmonment Sandy wasn't
really in the mood to critique photographic skills. Her face had just appeared
on national television

In the name of the people of Atlanta, Thrush thanked the 'mysterious
superwoman' for her heroic deed, hoped al oud that she'd sonmehow survived the
expl osi on, and begged her to cone forward to receive the thanks of a grateful
publi c.

He then said that there'd be further discussion of the pictures on a |ater
news-rel ated show and relinquished the screen to Wendy, who echoed his
sentinments that the superwoman cone forward in an apparently heartfelt nanner



before she glibly continued reading fromthe tel epronpter about other news of
t he day.

Sandy stood up as she stared at the screen, then strode to the closet and
took out her two suitcases. As she opened them on the bed, her cell phone
chirped. She ignored it, returning to the closet for an arm oad of cl othes.

There was a knock at the door as she laid the clothes on the bed. She
al nost ignored that, too, but her glance in that direction noticed a sheet of
paper being shoved under the door

She went to pick it up. It read, 'Cone to ny room Door is open. Cade."

Openi ng the door, she found himleaning on the doorframe, a bottle of beer
in one hand and a cell phone in the other

"Way would I want to go to your roon®?" she asked

Pulling an Ice House beer fromunder his jacket, Cade opened it and handed
it to her as he said, "Here, | snuggled this out of the bar for you. Frank and
everybody el se on the teans have probably dropped their forks and are nost
likely on their way back up here. |I'd say you have about five mnutes to be
el sewhere. "

Taki ng the beer, Sandy wyly said, "Gee, thanks, mster, but Tinbuctu and
Borneo are considered 'el sewhere' too. Wiy should | go to your roomin
particul ar?"

"So you won't be in your roomwhen they get here, that's all. Turn off
your phone. Kick off your shoes and relax. W can ring John and Al an on ny
phone and tell themto settle the herd, then tal k about what to do next."

Laughi ng, Sandy asked, "Next? Next | head back to Vegas."

She took a long hit fromher beer as Cade said, "Uh, huh. I've heard they

even have TV s in Vegas nowadays, ma'am John said that there are still four
terrorists unaccounted for. Do you really want to be way out West if they try
somet hing el se this weekend? We still don't know why they chose this tine and

pl ace. Could be it isn't over yet."
"He didn't say anything to me about four nore of them™

"Well, he didn't tell the rest of us about you, either, so it could be he
just doesn't comunicate very well, y'know?"
Levering hinmself off the door frame, Cade said, "I'Il |eave nmy door open

just in case. Later, nilady," and sw gged his beer as he headed for his room

Sone guy with a phone to his ear opened the tenmporary ops roonml s door
across the hall, saw Sandy, and spoke to sonmeone as he stood there. Cade
veered across the corridor and noddi ngly pushed past himinto the room

The guy followed, protesting, but his objections ceased as Cade showed him
his ID.

"Where's Frank?" asked Cade.

"Uh, downstairs, at dinner. Which group are you with?"

“I"'mon John's B-team W worked with the cops today. You guys got any
| oaner | aptops in here?"

"No, they're two doors down. See Mtchell or Gay."

"WIl do. Thanks," said Cade, heading for the door

Sone twenty steps later he had to use his keycard on his door, which
hadn't been cl osed when he'd left the room Letting hinmself in, he closed the
door securely and turned to see Sandy step from behind the hallway corner by
t he bed.

Wth a grin, Cade said, "Hi, there. You' re as quick as ever. Should | send
out for nore beer?"

Wavi ng her half-full bottle, Sandy smled and said, "Ch, not just yet,
think. 1 didn't really cone here to party. Thanks for running interference for
ne."

Looki ng enlightened, Cade said, "I knew there was a nanme for that," and
handed her his phone. "M ght as well call John and see what he has to say
about what happened. "

Sandy put the phone on the desk and pulled the chair out to sit down, then
said, "Inalittle while. First 1'd |ike to hear what you think about what
happened. "



Cade sat on the end of the bed and sipped his beer, then shrugged.

"I can think of a few possibilities. One; a kid naned Jereny sandbagged a
copy of the pictures and sent themto news outfits all over the place. Two;
some news guy nmay have set up a way around the ban. If the pix really were
sent to a hundred unaffiliated stations -- and | think they probably were --
some of those stations would have put themon the air."

He sipped again, then said, "Three; the same unnamed people who are
running this op -- or those above them-- may have decided to spill the beans
about our new, no-Ilonger-secret weapon. You know, to cheer up the voters and
give the terrorists the finger at the same tinme. They woul dn't necessarily
have felt the need to tell John he was wasting his tine trying to corral al
the pictures. I'"'msure this thought has occurred to John, as well, and that
he's checking into who had access to the pix every step of the way."

Shruggi ng, Cade sipped again, then said, "Watever; we can chase down t hat
end of things later. As | said, you re no longer a secret. You' re also
noti ceably beautiful and you have distinctive features. Since plastic surgery
probably isn't a realistic option, 1'll suggest that we use what's avail able
downstairs -- a science fiction convention with 25,000 registered attendees --
to toss together a |ook-alike contest."

After a noment, Sandy sipped her beer, then shook her head as she quietly
said, "You don't |ook insane, you know. You don't usually sound insane,
either. Did you skip your dinnertine neds or somnething?"

Chuckl ing, Cade said, "Maybe I'mjust all flustered at being in the sane
roomw th you, Mz Superlady, m' am"

Sandy returned his grin as his cell phone rang and he answered it. She
heard John instantly ask, "Cade, have you seen Sandy?"

"She isn't in her roon?" asked Cade. "I saw her there a little while ago."

"She isn't answering her phone and if she's in there, she isn't answering
her door, either."

"Huh. CGot any idea why she'd be avoiding people, John?"

There was a pause before John very quietly said, "W really need to talk
to her, Cade. |Is she in your roon®"

"The official word is 'no', John, but why don't you come here al one and
have a | ook? Repeat; alone."

Anot her short pause ensued, then John said, "Alone it is."

John di sconnected and Sandy regarded Cade for some nonments in silence,
then said, "You could have asked ne before you invited him"

"Do you want to try to find out what's going on? | do."

"Do you think John will know who rel eased the pictures?"

"I think that's not the nost inportant issue right now. Done is done. Now
it'stime totry to fix things a bit."

St andi ng up and paci ng, Sandy asked, "The contest? How the hell is a

| ookal i ke contest going to make things better? If anything, it'll call even
nore attenti on down on ne."
“"I't'"ll call nore attention to the superworman, yes, but it'll only get you

second or third place as a runner-up."

St oppi ng her pacing and staring at himw th open irritation, Sandy said,
"Ckay, Ed. It's tinme to explain what you've got in mnd -- and explain it well
-- or drop it."

Tossing his enpty beer bottle at the trash can, Cade said, "You got it.
Agent Phyllis Mrey can nake anybody | ook |ike just about anybody el se and she
has her kit with her. At the contest you'd fly in..."

"I'd fly in?!"
"It's the easiest way to instantly prove that you're you, right? You' d get
an intro, do a trick or two, a bunch of people would take a bazillion pictures

of you, and then you'd see or hear an energency and excuse yourself to fly out
and deal with it. The contest would go on in your honor, but wthout you,
' cause you'd be busy having your makeup renoved."

" Makeup. "

“Yup. At your first public appearance, you wouldn't quite look |like you. A



bit nmore ear, nose, and chin. Wder cheeks. A slightly different skin tone. A
birthmark or a nole. Like that. Then you | ose the makeup and get on stage

| ater as one of the many contestants. You m ght cone cl ose, but you probably
won't win. Sorry 'bout that."

Sandy noticed the way he'd switched from soundi ng specul ative to soundi ng
rather definite in his |ast sentence, but she didn't challenge himon it. In
fact, the idea didn't sound quite so insane, after all.

"OfF course, you might want to give sone nore thought to wearing sone kind
of a mask when you're on duty," said Cade. "And it probably wouldn't hurt
to..."

A rap on the door interrupted whatever he'd been about to say. Cade rose
to go to the door, checked the peephole, and let John into the room

John nodded to Cade as he hurried toward Sandy, but he stopped well short
of her as he saw her tight expression

"Well, John?" she asked. "What happened?"

For the first tinme in the thirty-odd years Cade had known John, the guy
actual ly | ooked apol ogeti c.

"Sandy," said John, "W tried. W really did. My people picked up nine
copi es and warned everybody, but sonmebody pulled an end run. A hundred or so
i nternational TV stations and newspapers received an anonynous enmail that
contained a download link to a website on a Dutch server."

Her expression unchanged, Sandy asked, "And now?"

Shruggi ng slightly, John said, "We can try to find out who did it and
prosecute him O her."

Setting her enpty bottle on the desk, Sandy said, "Wich hel ps ne not one
damed little bit."

Wth a sigh, John said, "It's about all we can do."

"Not quite," said Cade. "I told her about ny idea for a contest. If we can
provi de her some cover, we owe her the effort, and this is a perfect place and
tine to test the idea.”

"It's pretty short notice for a schedule revision, Cade."

"That's my problem If we start the ball rolling here, will the agency
hel p us organize sinmlar events in other cities?"

Shruggi ng agai n, John said, "Can't see why not, if we use cutouts to
handl e the details."

"Cutout s?" asked Sandy.

"CGo- betweens," said John. "Wth anonynous seed noney."

"Aw, danmt!" said Sandy, "Speak English."

Cade | aughed at John's expression and said, "They'd set soneone up with a
few bucks and an office. That someone would find | ocal advertiser-sponsors
who' d supply the place, the bl eachers or whatever, the refreshnents, crowd
control, security, and all the other stuff an event needs."

Wth a little grin, he added, "All you'd have to do is show up, show off a
bit, and smle a lot for the cameras. Think you could handl e that, na' anf"

Sandy gave hima nmock glare and smlingly asked, "How would you like to be
dropped fromten thousand feet?"

"No sweat. Been there. Dunnit."

Wth a saccharine-sweet little smle, Sandy asked, "Wthout a parachute?"

"Yup."

d anci ng disbelievingly at John, Sandy said, "Bullshit."

"Nope," said Cade. "You said 'without a parachute'. W'Ill stop at ny house
so | can change into ny flight suit."

Her gaze narrowed as her head canted slightly.

"You have a flight suit?"

"Sure do. Got it to use with ny Falcon 195."

Agai n gl ancing at John, Sandy said, "Ckay, I'll ask. What's a Fal con 195?"

"A hang glider."

One of Sandy's eyebrows went up as she peered at Cade, then she | ooked at
John and said firmy, "Ckay. He'll do."

"dad to hear it," said John. "Do for what, exactly?"



Laughi ng shortly, she said, "Just about anything, | expect."
Chapter N ne

Paul Mney ignored the buzzing of his wal kie-talkie until he'd finished
scri bbling a phone nunmber on a tiny neno pad.

"I'f you have any real problens, call this nunber,” he told the female
vol unteer staffer. "Ted's crew knows how we like to set up the speakers. Ask
if they brought Darcy's anmps, okay?"

Wth a nod, the woman headed for the doors. As Cade approached the stage,
Paul waved to him gl anced over the stage once again, and then answered his
two-way and dealt with another issue that had devel oped in the dealer's room

Cade hefted his backpack and waited until Paul had finished that
conversation before he said, "H, Paul. Look up."

Wth a harried expression, Mney said, "Ch, nothing much. It's seven

o'clock and we're still working on stuff that should have been done half an
hour ago. |'m swanped with details, three people are out sick, and..."
Casual ly pointing skyward without lifting his arm Cade said, "I said

"l ook' up, not what's up."

Paul Mney | ooked up and his nouth fell open as his eyes w dened. A bl onde
worman in what seemed to be a white bathing suit with a red cape and bl ue boots
appeared to be standing on thin air near the auditorium s high ceiling. She
gave hima little wave and a snile

"Ch, damm!" nuttered Paul, thunbing his wal kie-talkie on. "Wat the
hell..? 1'"ll get soneone in here with a | adder."

"She didn't get up there with a | adder,"” said Cade. "She won't need one to
get down, either. Cancel the call."

"Damm it, Martin, answer up!" Paul nuttered into the wal kie-talkie. He
turned to Cade and asked, "Cade, why the hell are you jeopardizing the entire
convention with a stunt like this? W don't need a |lawsuit."

"It isn't a stunt, Paul. She's the woman who was on the news. Cancel that
call."

@ anci ng up, Money asked, "The, uh... superwonan?"

Cade reached quickly for the wal kie-talkie, snatched it out of Paul's
hand, and turned it off.

Wth a chuckle, he said, "Oh, good guess. |'Il give this gadget back to
you in a mnute. This isn't a gag. That's her."

Turning a very skeptical gaze at Cade, Paul asked, "And you just happen to
know her ?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Yeah, that's about the size of it. Everybody knows
somebody, y'know. She'd like to make her public debut here at DragonCon. |If
you can fit her in, that is."

Paul Mney took a deep breath, counted to ten, then asked in a controlled
voi ce, "How would both of you like to be banned fromthis and all future
DragonCons and. . ?"

Cade raised his voice slightly and interrupted with, "Dam it, listen up
She's the real thing, Paul.”

A pair of blue boots slowy descended next to Cade, followed by two very
fine femal e thighs, then the rest of the bl onde woman Paul had seen hovering
above him Once she was standing next to Cade, Sandy slung her cape over her
shoul der with a touch of flourish and snmiled brightly.

After a noment of opennouthed startlenment, Paul unfroze hinself and wal ked
around her, waving his hands above and around her, then he returned to face
both of them

Wth a grin, Cade |laughed, "Trusting soul, aren't you? Nope, no wires,

Paul . She wants to go public and she's willing to put on a little show If you
can squeeze her into tonight's program 1'Ill introduce you."
"Ah..." Paul groped for words, then he seened to pull hinmself together

qui ckly and asked, "A show?! When?!"
"Like | said, sonetime tonight, but..."



Paul interrupted with, "1'll nake sonme calls. We'll put her in at the end
That way she can have all the time she wants."

"In that case," said Cade, "Sandy, neet Paul Money. Paul, this |ovely
superlady is Sandy Shield."

Sandy extended a hand and Paul -- who'd many tines in the past escorted
nane bands and TV and novie stars around a DragonCon -- took it as if he'd
never met a celebrity before.

After introductions were finished, Cade said, "Paul, you didn't let ne
finish. Don't nake any calls about her. No announcerments. We'll keep tonight's
appear ance under waps until the last mnute.”

Looking at Cade with nore than a little confusion, Paul asked, "Under
wr aps?"

"Yup. Tonight's crowd will already be assenbled to watch the costune
contests and the bands. There's al nbst no chance that anyone with a grudge
about today's events will be able to try anything on such short notice."

Paul 's face turned troubled and cautious. He glanced at Sandy for a
nonment, then | ooked around the auditorium

When his gaze again nmet Cade's, he quietly and soberly asked, "You nean
i ke anot her bonb, don't you?"

Noddi ng, Cade said, "You got it. One short show, tonight only, top secret
until she flies in. Still interested?"

"You... uh... You really think it'll be safe?"

"I'f nobody | eaks, yes. That's why we're talking to you, Paul. You can
adj ust the schedul e without having to put changes through a comittee. Nobody
has to know a dammed thing until Sandy |ands on the stage and you announce
her."

Staring at Sandy, Paul bit his |lip and said, "Ah... Just a minute. Lenme
t hi nk."

Speaking for the first time, Sandy smlingly said, "I'Il just get in a
little exercise while you think about it, Paul."

The rich contralto tones of her softly spoken words were still tickling

his brain as Sandy lifted a few feet fromthe floor. She |eaned slightly
toward the forward edge of the stage and then seem ngly dove conpl etely across
the auditorium

At the far end of the room Sandy banked hard left at the wall and made
three conplete circuits of the auditoriumat what must have been nore than
sixty mles per hour.

Paul softly muttered, "Hooo-ly shit..!"

"Yup," said Cade. "She'll bring her own props, too.

"Huh? Props? What props?"

Noddi ng, Cade said, "She wants to use a Crown Victoria like the one that
bl ew up."

St eppi ng back slightly, Paul blinked at Cade and excl ai ned, "She can't
bring a goddammed car in here!"

"Sure she can. The gas tank'll be enpty. It'll never touch the carpets. No
probl em"

"But..."

"Don't worry so much, man. We'll clear it with the hotel if you'll clear

us a path through the cromd. Rope off a trail about eight feet wide fromthe
front doubl e doors to the auditorium and have people on hand to keep it clear
at showtine."

"But... The doors! WIIl a car even fit through the doors?"

Ginning, Cade said, "Yup. Already checked that out. We'll have three
i nches on each side at the ballroom doors and al nost four on a side at the
front doors. We'll have to put the antenna down, though."

Sandy streaked back across the auditorium and | ooped once over the nens
heads to settle gently to the stage a few feet away fromthem Flipping her
cape over her shoul der again, she wal ked toward themwith a snile

Paul 's eyes were on her chest. Cade's eyes net her gaze, as usual. Sandy
liked that about him he wasn't one of those guys with a boob fixation and he



had no troubl e maki ng or keeping eye contact when he tal ked with her

"Well, Paul ?" she asked. "Do | go on stage tonight?"

“I... uh, | really ought to check with..."

"Nope," said Cade, shaking his head. "Safety first. Nobody else is to know
a dammed thing about this until showinme. Yes or no, Paul. She can go public
here tonight or at a press conference at WAN tonorrow. "

"Paul ," Sandy said softly, "We'll give WNN ten m nutes' notice so they can
get a camera crew over here. Think of the publicity for the convention."

In a visible quandry, Paul grinmaced and gl anced at Cade, then asked,
"You're sure it'll be safe..?"

"I'f you keep it secret, it will be."

Sandy perked up and gl anced at the doors, causing Cade and Paul to al so
| ook that direction

"CGotta go," she said. "People are comng."

"That's just the sound crew," said Paul, but Sandy was al ready gone when
he turned.

"She's pretty quick," said Cade, as Paul |ooked around the auditorium "I
may as well get underway, too. What's a good tinme for the show? Ten? El even?"

"Uh... around mdnight, actually,” said Paul, scribbling his cell phone
nunber on his notepad and handing it to Cade. "W always run a little | ate and
she'll be the last act. Wat's your cell number?"

"Can't give it out; it's an agency internal nunber. Doesn't matter; |'l]
be here and you can give ne fifteen mnutes notice to |l et Sandy and WNN know
when to show up."

"How can you be sure WNN wi Il show up?"

Wth a small grin, Cade said, "I know a few of the news people." Shifting
hi s backpack to his left shoul der, he added, "See you later," and headed for
t he doors.

On his way to the escal ator, Cade took out his cell phone and called John

"It's a go, John. Sandy's chunk of the show will start around m dnight.
"Il be able to give you about fifteen mnutes notice."

"Good enough. We'll have people in the crowd on general principles. Do you
want me to notify WAN?"

"Fine with me. We'll give themten mnutes or less to get over here.
Good?"

"Good. Anything el se, Ed?"

"Nope. |I'mgonna find some dinner and get the hell away fromall these

people for a while."

"Later, then."

"Over and out and stuff |ike that."

Cade made it as far as the second-Ilevel escal ators before Sandy stepped
out of a phone al cove and said, "Hi, there."

"Hi, yourself, mlady. Superpeople changing in phone booths isn't exactly
an original concept, y'know. "

"Then it's a good thing it doesn't have to be, isn't it? Howd the rest of
the visit go?"

"Good. You'll go on stage around m dnight. Paul's gonna give ne about
fifteen mnutes to set things up. You'll be the last part of the show "

Sandy nodded. "Sounds fine. What about the car?"

Leading the way to the parking area, Cade said, "That's where we're going

now. |'ve got the keys to one of John's agency rentals. It's got about an
ei ghth of a tank, so we'll siphon it dry and give it a wash before we take it
i nsi de. "

"A wash? At this hour? Where?"

"Around back at the |oadi ng docks. That's where they wash the hotel vans.
Manuel said he'd nmeet us there at eight and spiff it up inside and out for
twenty bucks."

" Manuel ?"

"He's a hotel enployee. He gets to keep the gas, too; all but enough to
get the car noving again later. How s your stage makeup hol di ng t oget her?"



"You tell nme. The cheek inmplants felt odd and they kept shifting. | was
afraid to talk for fear of spitting on Paul."

Ginni ng, Cade asked, "Want ne to find you sone, uh... super glue?"

Gving hima droll |oo0k, Sandy said, "Very funny."

Pointing at a nearly-new white Crown Victoria in a line of simlar cars,
Cade chuckl ed and said, "Just like Pearl Harbor. Al lined up in neat rows.
That's the one we want."

He opened the door for Sandy and handed her into the car, then got in and
drove the car to the | oadi ng docks. Manuel hopped down fromthe dock and
pulled a red plastic five-gallon gas can and sonme hose from behi nd sone boxes.

A few nmnutes later the car's gas tank was nore or |ess enpty and Manuel
had produced cl eani ng equi pnent. By eight-thirty the Crown Vic had been
washed, vacuuned, waxed, and was ready for indoor use as a prop

VWi | e Manuel put things away, Cade danpened one of the hotel towels, put
it into one of the hotel's plastic trashcan-liner baggi es, and set the baggie
on the passenger-side floor

He then hosed the driveway all the way to an enpty parking slot and hosed
out the slot itself. Mouving the car to the slot, he parked it and | ocked it,
then returned to Sandy.

Manuel | ooked a bit puzzled when he saw where Cade had put the car

As he rolled up the hose, Manuel said, "Mn, you lookin' for trouble
parkin' in those spaces."

"Il fix it with the boss. Here's thirty bucks. The extra ten is just
plain ol' appreciation for the help."

Wth a smling nod, Manuel took the nmoney and said, "Hey, de nada, man.
You | etme know when you got anything el se you need done, y'know?"

"WIl do."

Noddi ng agai n, Manuel went into the building. Cade and Sandy wal ked around
to the front of the hotel and stood watching the never-ending crowd flow from
one hotel to the other for a few m nutes.

"It's only eight-thirty," said Sandy. "Is there anything going on that you
particularly want to see?"

WAt ching a brunette in a skinpy barbarian-princess outfit go down the

ranp, Cade said, "Nope. Not really. |I've seen the novies and I'mnot into the
RPG stuff. Guess we could hit sonme of the dealer's roombefore it closes for
the night."

He turned to face Sandy and said, "After all, that's where we were both

headed when we net."
"So we were," said Sandy with a smle. "Good enough."

Chapter Ten

The dealer's roomwas jamed with people, as expected. As Sandy and Cade
circul ated, he | ooked for WccaWwrks clients and took a few noments with each
to let them know he'd drop by the next day so they could restock fromthe
products he'd brought.

Sandy found a silver pendant on a chain that appealed to her at one of the
boot hs and bought it while Cade was talking to the booth owner. Their
conversation w apped up about the sane time as Sandy's purchase.

Cade stepped over to Sandy, lifted the pendant and chain from her hands,
and offered to put it on her. Lifting her hair, Sandy let himdrape the chain
and fasten the clasp as she |l ooked in the booth's mrror

Her eyes nmet his as he brought the two ends of the chain together and
t hunbed the clasp. When her eyes fell to the pendant, his didn't, nor did his
hands fall away from her shoul ders i medi ately.

"It's kind of amazing," said Cade softly. "You can haul cars into orbit,
but you I ook and feel just like a showgirl."

One of Sandy's eyebrows went up

"A showgirl ?"

Ginning, Cade said, "That's what they call wonmen of exenplary beauty who



strut around on stages in fancy costunes. |'d have expected you' d know
something like that, being from Vegas and all."

Turning to look at him Sandy said, "Uh, huh. Smartass. You aren't from
Vegas, so how the hell do you happen know so rmuch about showgirl s?"

Wth a shrug, Cade said, "Been there. Got involved with a dancer for a
while. A nice l|ady, but kind of obsessive."

Tilting her head, Sandy asked, "Obsessed about what ?"

"Dancing. It's all she thought about, day and night. Well, alnobst all. She
t hought about me, too, now and then."

"Did she?"

"Ch, yeah," said Cade with a firmnod. "Every night for two weeks. Then
had to go back to Dallas." Sighing dramatically, he added, "Leaving her was
kind of traumatic, y'know?"

Ginning, Sandy said, "I'msure it was and you have ny nost profound
synmpat hy, of course. Are you going to tell me that | remi nd you of her? Maybe
that | ook a bit |ike her?"

Trying to appear somewhat shocked, Cade said, "OF course not! She was a
head taller than you and had brown hair. Not nearly as pretty, either. Geat
| egs, though."

"Uh, huh." Sandy lifted her pendant and eyed it as she said, "You know,
|'ve been expecting sonething like this to happen sooner or later."

Wth a snort of soft |aughter, Cade said, "Sorry, but nothing' s happened,
ma' am That wasn't a pass.”

Looki ng at hi m somewhat sharply, Sandy asked, "If it wasn't a pass, what
was it?"

"At nost, a conplinent. Ready to move on?"

d anci ng around, Sandy said, "l guess so."

They were | ess than hal fway down the aisle before she asked, "Are you sure
it wasn't a pass?"

"Yeah, |'msure," said Cade, reaching for a book past a tall wonan in
Kl i ngon garb who was studying a figurine display.

Possi bl y because he'd spoken, she chose just that moment to turn and her
rather massive, plastic-arnored |eft breast collided with the side of Cade's
face with an audible 'thunk'.

Apparently assuming no responsibility whatsoever for the collision, she
stiffened and strai ghtened, glaring at Cade. Sandy snickered, but otherw se
kept silent.

"You wanna wat ch where you stick your goddammed nose?" bell owed the
Kl i ngon worman, sounding as if she might actually be from Brookl yn.

"You wanna wat ch where you point those things?" returned Cade. "They're
dangerous. "

A large hand cl apped solidly onto Cade's shoul der and cl anped down.

Cade turned to see a guy a head taller than hinself, also wearing Klingon
gear, who said, "That's nmy girlfriend, dude."

"Hands off," said Cade. "She bunped into ne, that's all. No damage, no
probl em"

“I"lIl decide if there's a problem" said the guy, his grip on Cade's
shoul der intensifying a bit.

Reachi ng up quickly, Cade drove his thumb into the inside of the
faux-Klingon's bicep just above the el bow and snapped the area solidly back
and forth. The guy hissed and yanked his armaway as if he'd been shocked.

Stepping toward the Klingon to | et sone people get past, Cade said, "Ckay,
then. You decide. Is there a probl enP"

The Kl ingon wannabe rubbed his armand glared at Cade as if thinking about
t he questi on.

A fortyish bl onde booth attendant rapped the pommel of one of the daggers
from her display on her table and said, "Don't nmake ne call security, boys."

Pushi ng ungently past Cade, the female Klingon went to stand by her
boyfriend and tugged his undanaged arm After another monent of glaring, he
turned to acconpany her.



As Cade turned to go with Sandy, the booth attendant held up the dagger in
her hand and said, "Hey. I'Il give you this dagger if you can teach ne that
trick."”

Cade eyed the dagger. It had a wire-wapped black handl e, a fancy brass
crossguard, and a stainless, stiletto-style, doubl e-edged bl ade about seven
i nches | ong.

"Way too fancy," said Cade. "People would think I was fromthe French
Quarter or sonething. How about those, instead?"

He pointed to a set of three small stanped-out stainless throw ng knives.
Each knife was about five inches Iong and they cane with a sheath that held
all three at once.

She shrugged at his nuch | ess expensive choice and said, "Unh... Sure.
Ckay. "

A few minutes later Cade |left the booth with his knives as the woman
practiced the nmove on her boyfriend s left arm He yel ped satisfactorily and
she grinningly waved at Cade.

“I think I've got it!" she said.

Cade waved back as Sandy sidled up to himand took his left armin hers, a
gesture that made himlook at her with a rai sed eyebrow as he tucked the
kni ves into his back pocket.

"The dealer's roomcloses in ten nminutes,"” she said. "That |eaves two
hours until showtine. |Is there anything on the schedule that you particularly
care about ?"

"Nope. Actually, it'd be nice to get away fromthe crowds for a while and
| left nmost of ny dinner sitting on the bar. You got any thoughts on the
mat t er ?"

Wth a shake of her head, Sandy said, "Not really. This is ny first tine
in Atlanta. | saw a couple of places in the city guidebook, but they're
nowher e near downtown."

Wth a grinning glance, Cade said, "You can fly at warp speeds, ml ady.
Even with heavy ol' me aboard you could zip pretty nuch anywhere in town in
seconds. "

Mat ching his wy grin, Sandy gave Cade's arm a squeeze and said, "Okay.
True enough, but | don't feel confortable about |eaving the area. Four of the
men on John's list didn't turn up today, which doesn't necessarily nean they
aren't somewhere near."

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Let's take a walk, then. Maybe we'll find sonething
interesting within a couple of blocks."

They were nearing the dealer's roomdoors when Sandy gave his arm anot her
squeeze and said, "You're a refreshing change, Ed."

"Refreshi ng, huh? Gee, |ady, how d I nmanage that?"

"You just are. The others on the teans act as if they either worship ne or
they're scared shitless of me. |1've only net two people during this operation
who seemable to treat nme like... well, who don't go overboard one way or the
other. You're one of them Mnd if | ask you why?"

"Why | don't worship you or why |I'mnot scared of you?"

"Yes. Both."

St eppi ng back and eyeing Sandy fromtoes to hairline, Cade said, "Wll
you asked..."

He opened the door to the sidewal k for her and foll owed her through before
he spoke agai n.

"Sandy, you're kind of like a fighter jet in that you're extrenely
powerful and you're on our side in this thing against terrorism People should
respect things like fighter jets and behave in a responsi ble manner around
them but they shouldn't fear them You' re also a very beautiful woman and
expect you have all the usual feelings that come with being a femal e human
bei ng. Your feelings deserve a | evel of respect and responsibility.”

Sone nmonents of wal king toward the corner passed before Sandy asked,
"And. . ?"

"And what ?"



"That's it?"

Wth a shrug, Cade said, "Yes'm that's about it. |I've been treating you
like a beautiful woman because that's nmostly what you are to ne. |If you need
nore than that -- or less than that -- you'll probably have to | ook
el sewhere. "

"Most|y?"

"Yeah, nostly. I'mnot forgetting that you can speak other |anguages and

fly, but at the nmoment you're just wal king beside nme and bei ng good conpany.
Seens to ne that | should respond in kind; that is, to nake every effort to be
good conpany in return. If you wanted nore, you'd probably be somewhere el se
wi th sonmeone who'd feed your ego.”

Wth a grin, Cade added, "Wth the guys on the fourth floor, for instance,
who' d either be waiting on you hand and foot and fawning all over you or
avoi di ng you."

Si ghing, Sandy said, "That gets old fast, you know. People either weigh
and neasure every word they say or they babble. There's alnbpst no nmiddle

ground. "

"The price of fame," said Cade, "However clandestine."

"Screw fame," said Sandy. "I haven't had an intelligent conversation wth
anyone but John since Wednesday. Well, not until you showed up, anyway. Al
anyone wanted to tal k about was me. Sane ol d questions, over and over."

Maki ng a suitable sigh of pity, Cade said, "Well, I'Il try not to
di sappoint you, milady. I won't ask where you're from how you got here, how

fast you can fly, or anything like that."

Peering sharply at him Sandy said, "Yeah, you've managed to avoid those
guestions so far. Why?"

"Because | don't really need to know the answers. It's enough that you're
on ny armand sharing tine with ne."

Continuing to regard hi maskance, Sandy asked, "Or is it that you al ready
know t he answers? Did John or soneone el se brief you about ne?"

"Nope. You appeared out of nowhere today when you hopped over a car and
junped into the sky with it. Alittle while later | ran into you at the
el evators.”

"So when you junped on that guy, you just assumed -- w thout know ng
anything el se about ne -- that |I'd do sonethi ng about the other two?"
“"Yup. | figured all you needed was a distraction to provide a reasonable

opening. You'd just survived a nmajor explosion, so it didn't seemlikely that
bull ets woul d sl ow you down rmuch, and all the guns were pointed at ne at the
time anyway. |'d have been real surprised if you hadn't done what you did."

"Surprised?" asked Sandy. "You'd have been dead.”

Snapping his fingers as if just realizing that fact, Cade grinningly said,
"Well, then, it's a damed good thing | guessed right, isn't it?"

Sandy's face was stern as she stopped to face himand said, "You certainly
put a hell of a lot of faith in that guess.”

"Correction; | put a hell of alot of faith in you."

"You know what | mean, Ed. What if | hadn't lived up to your
expect ati ons?"

"Well, I'd have been sonewhat di sappointed, of course..."

"I"mnot joking, dammt!"

Shruggi ng, Cade began wal ki ng again as he said, "Okay, you weren't joking.
Next subject."”

Taking two strides to catch up, Mandy snapped, "Wat ?"

"Next subject. Next topic of discussion. The [ ast one wasn't entertaining
us, so let's talk about sonething el se.™

"No! | want to know how you could just presume that I'd..."

Interrupting her, Cade said, "I just did, and it's history, so let's drop
it. As far as |I'm concerned, you can probably do anything | can imagine;
anything | ever sawin a comc book. In fact, it wouldn't surprise ne at al
to find out that the com cs about superhunmans began after soneone found out
about you or soneone |like you back in the thirties."



Sandy's gaze narrowed tightly as she asked, "You really think |I'mthat
ol d?"

Looki ng her over, Cade said, "Could be. | think you'll probably Iook just
as delicious another sixty years down the road. O maybe a coupl e of hundred
years. How | ong do superpeople live, anyway?"

Pret endi ng vast shock, Sandy rolled her eyes and softly exclained, "On,
wonder of wonders!”

G ving her a narrow | ook of his own, Cade asked, "Wat wonder of wonders
are you referring to, ma' anf"

Not bothering to contain her grin, Sandy said, "You finally asked ne a
real question. Did it hurt?"

"Well, it didn't at the tine, but | think it's beginning to. Wanna know
wher e?"

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "Ah... no, | can guess. | can't tell you how |l ong
I"'mlikely to live, Ed. | really don't know "

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Doesn't matter. | was just curious." Lifting her hand

upward to kiss it, he added, "And | hope it's a really big nunmber."
Chapter El even

Near the end of the next block was a pub and m crobrewery that had a
coupl e of pool tables. Sandy and Cade discovered the place to be al nost enpty,
despite | arge nunmbers of convention attendees wandering the streets.

Two guys at a table near the wi ndow nodded to Sandy and Cade as they
entered and approached the bar. Cade ordered a couple of beers and sone
quarters.

Gesturing around the pub, Sandy said, "Wll, Ed, you did say you wanted to
get away fromthe crowds."

As the bartender pulled a couple of glasses of beer for them he said,
"It"'s like this every year. The only convention that brings in | ess business
is the Salvation Arnmy thing." Nodding toward the wi ndow, he added, "Which just
happens to be going on this week, too, of course. It's the worst week of the
year for everybody but the hotels and restaurants.™

The reddi sh-col ored beer cost five bucks a glass and it tasted rather
bitter. Cade decided that he preferred his usual |ce House beer as he set his
| ocal brew on a table and put quarters in one of the pool tables.

"Don't like it, huh?" asked Sandy, nodding at Cade's beer

"Not particularly. Too bitter. I'Il break."
"Ch, really? W aren't going to flip a coin?"
"No, ma'am we aren't. |'ve got a strong feeling that if you break, you'l

run the table.”

Rolling a stick on the table to check it's straightness, Sandy said, "Oh,
but maybe I'm not much of a pool player, sir."

Wat chi ng her chalk the tip of her stick by spinning the stick and lightly
buf fing the contact point, Cade said, "Uh, huh. That's what all the sexy
bl onde hustlers say."

Cade made the four on the break and nade another five balls before a bad
| eave put the cue ball behind three of her stripes. Hi s attenpted junp shot
made the seven ball, but the cue ball followed it into the pocket.

Sandy grinned as she stepped up to the table. One after another she rather
el egantly pocketed all of her striped balls, including one that involved a
| ong, alnpbst right-angle cut to reach a distant corner pocket.

VWen only the eight ball renmained, she eyed the six-inch shot and
smlingly asked, "Want to concede the gane?"

Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Nope. Work for it, lady."

Wth a chuckl e, Sandy popped the eight into the pocket. The two guys who'd
been watching froma nearby table had cone to stand by Cade.

"Man, she flat kicked your ass," said one of them

"I think she got lucky on the fourteen," said the other guy.

"Yeah?" asked Cade. "Put your quarters up. You just volunteered to be her



next victim'

The guy nodded and reached in his pocket, then fed the table as the other
guy introduced hinself as Mke and the other guy as Stan, then put his name on
t he chal kboard for the next gane.

"Hey, there's three of us here, dude," confided Mke. "One of us has to
beat her."

d ancing at Sandy, Cade chuckled and said, "Yeah, right."

Cade put his nane on the board, as well, and sat down with his beer. He
enj oyed wat chi ng wonen shoot pool, especially wonmen in short skirts, and Sandy
had magni ficent |egs.

M dway t hrough her gane agai nst Stan, Sandy |eaned over the table for a
shot, lifting one leg slightly off the floor as she stretched. She seened to
take | onger than usual about it.

The shot hadn't seened that difficult, even with the need to stretch for
it. Cade glanced fromher legs to the table to try to see why she was taking
so long just as Sandy turned to | ook grinningly back at him

Hi s gaze shifted fromthe table to her face. Her expression seened to
change to one of surprise for a monent, then she turned back around and popped
the ball into the pocket.

"Ha,' thought Cade. 'She thought she'd catch ne eyeballing her legs.' Wth
a grinning nmental shrug as he sipped his beer he added, 'She dammed near did,
t0o.'

Sandy gave himan odd, studying gl ance as she rounded the table to take
her next shot. Cade deliberately pretended to find sonething interesting about
his beer and held it up to ook at the way the light filtered through it.

M ke nuttered sonething as Sandy sank the eight, then he sighed and said,
"Ch, well. It was worth the noney to watch her do that, | guess.™

Stan | aughed and got up to take his turn. During the gane Sandy chanced to
be standing directly in front of Cade as she | eaned across the table to aim
shifting her hips as she noved slightly to her right.

Oh, hell, yeah, Cade | ooked. As Sandy | eaned forward, her skirt rode up a
bit and tightened delightfully around her butt and thighs.

In the corner of his eye, Cade caught a notion in the big front w ndow of
the pub and gl anced that direction. Sandy's reflection was grinning slightly
as she | ooked back at him

Cade matched her small grin, shrugged as he flicked his eyebrows at her
and went back to studying Sandy's assets as she made the shot and straightened
up with a nuted 'gotcha' | ook on her face.

As Sandy met hodi cally worked her way through her balls, Mke |eaned over
to quietly ask Cade, "Where the hell did she learn to shoot |ike that?"

"She's from Vegas," replied Cade, as if that explained everything.

VWen four games had passed wi thout Sandy nissing a shot, Mke sinply
reached up and erased his nanme fromthe chal kboard.

"That's enough for me," he said, "I'ma believer."

Stan | ooked at his watch and said, "W've got time for one nore gane."

M ke shrugged and held up his gl ass.

"G for it. I've still got sone beer left."

As he racked the balls, Stan said, "I can't believe she's kicking our
asses with a bar cue. Wiy doesn't she have a stick of her own?"

"You'll have to ask her," said Cade. "I just net her today. W haven't
di scussed nuch personal stuff yet."

"I left it at home," said Sandy. "I didn't expect to need it."

"Huh," grunted Mke. "lI'd say you do all right without it."

"No shit," nuttered Stan

Two brunettes came into the pub as Sandy broke the rack. They approached
and stopped at a distance as Sandy shot, then angled around the pool table.

One went to Stan; the other went to M ke, who stood up with Cade as she
approached. Stan introduced them as Susan and Sara, then Cade and M ke pull ed
up two nore chairs for them and everybody sat down to watch the gane.

"WIIl tal king disturb her?" asked Sara.



"I seriously doubt it," said Cade, with a shake of his head.

Turning to Mke, Sara said, "Sorry we couldn't get |oose earlier. W got
kind of busy in the ER Do you think this game will take long? W're
starving."

M ke | aughed shortly and said, "No, | don't think it'll take long. She's
good. " Shaking his head slightly, he added, "She's real dammed good. Five
ganes and she hasn't m ssed yet."

"Not at all?" asked Susan

"Not once."

Appropriately inpressed, the newoners watched Sandy qui ckly pocket her
last three balls and the eight.

"Make that six ganes," said Mke. "Dam!"

After Mke and Stan had left with their starving | adies, Sandy |eaned her
runp on the pool table and asked, "Well? W still have time for a gane, too.
Want to try your |uck again?"

Ginning wyly, Cade said, "Sure, if |I break."

Unassing the table to reach for her beer, Sandy said, "No problem Go for
it."

After a long sip while watching Cade rack the balls, she asked, "How old
are you, Ed?"

"Fifty-three. Wy?"

"Just curious. If you had any health problens, you woul dn't be working
wi th John's group, would you?"

Lining up to break the rack, Cade said, "Nope."

Si ppi ng her beer again, Sandy said, "After the show tonight... Well, I'm
thinking that I'd rather not be where anyone is likely to ook for ne."

Pausing to | ook at her, Cade asked, "Reason?"

Sandy shook her head and said, "I'd just rather not have anyone knocki ng
on ny door after the show "

Wth a shrug, Cade said, "W'Ill tell John. He'll tell the others to |eave
you al one."

G ving hima studious | ook, Sandy sipped her beer again as Cade sent the
cue ball through the rack

"I didn't say | wanted to be alone,"” she said. "I said | wanted to be
where | wouldn't be found."

Looking up fromthe table, Cade set the butt of his cue stick on the
floor, regarded her thoughtfully for a nonent, then asked, "Wuld it be too
much to hope for that you're referring to ny roomas your sanctuary?"

Wth a small shake of her head, Sandy smiled slightly as she said, "No,
Ed. It wouldn't be too rmuch to hope for." She sipped her beer and quietly
added, "But it mght be all you could hope for."

"Uh, huh. Does that nean |'d have to behave nyself or that you' d have your
way with me and then discard me |like a used paper towel in the norning?"

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "No, it just nmeans that... Well..." she hesitated
further, then gestured at the pool table and said, "See if you can figure it
out in the nmeantine. 1'll understand if you're reluctant later."

After a noment of studying her, Cade nodded and lined up on the nine ball.
Seven shots later, only the eight remained and it wasn't too far froma
pocket. Cade called the pocket and sank the ball with a sigh of deliberately
unconceal ed relief.

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "Ch, good gane, sir."

"Coming fromyou, that's a heavy conplinent, nmlady." He sipped his beer
and asked, "Back to what you said about being 'reluctant later'. You're
gorgeous and | enjoy being with you, so I'mhaving trouble with the idea that
| mght be reluctant.”

Ni bbling her |ip, Sandy regarded Cade for a nonment, then | ooked around,
apparently to be sure nobody el se coul d hear

In a low tone, she said, "You mght find sex with me... ah... well, it
could be somewhat... ah... unsatisfying."

Mat chi ng her soft, confidential tone, Cade stated, "You're trying to say



that | couldn't get in, aren't you?"

Reddeni ng slightly, Sandy nodded.

Cade shrugged. "Onh, well. There are other ways to pl ease a wonan."

Peering at Cade as if to determne the truth of his words, Sandy asked,
"That woul dn't bot her you?"

Wth a small snile, Cade sipped his beer again and softly said, "It
woul dn't bot her ne anywhere near as much as knowing | m ssed an opportunity to
taste a woman |like you intimately." After a brief pause, he grinningly added
t he respectful afterthought, "Ma' am"

Again eyeing himas if to decide whether he'd told the truth, Sandy sipped
her beer and laid her stick across the pool table. Picking up the nenu from
the small table, Cade |ooked it over and opted for another burger basket
rather than some of the other itens avail able, nost of which seenmed to contain
past a.

"Wul d you like anything?" he asked, showi ng Sandy the nenu. "l'mgetting
t he burger basket."

Sandy scanned the nenu and said, "Sane for ne,
purse for quarters she hadn't expected to need.

"“I'" m buying," said Cade, waving the menu.

"Thanks," said Sandy, "But |I'm|ooking for quarters. | lost the |ast gane,
remenber ?"

Looki ng startled, Cade exclained, "Ch, yeah! So you did! Wwsers! Thanks
for rem nding nme!"

"Just treasure the nonent,
Ever."

"Ch, yes'm" said Cade with a nod and a tiny salute. "As you say, na'am
Treasuring it now, ma'am Back in a mnute."

As he headed for the bar, Cade heard Sandy nutter, "Smartass," then she
called, "Extra nustard, okay?"

as she reached into her

said Sandy drily. "It may not happen again.

Chapter Twel ve

Allowing a little extra time to get back to the hotel and fight the crowd
in the auditorium Cade suggested that he and Sandy head back at
el even-fifteen.

"Besi des," he added, "I've only won one gane tonight. That's wearing
rather heavily on nme, you know. "
"Poor baby," said Sandy, snapping in her last two balls and the eight. "If

it's any consol ati on, nobody el se has won against ne in sonething |like six
nont hs. "

"Well, in that case, | guess I'mall consoled now, ma'am"

Sandy chuckl ed and racked her stick, then picked up her purse and si pped
the |l ast of her Coke.

On the way to the front door, she stopped, took a | ook around the bar
sighed, and said, "This may have been ny | ast night of real anonymty, Ed."

Cade | eaned to kiss her cheek and said, "Doubtful. Like | said, there are
| ots of beautiful blondes. Just try to blend in."

Wth a ladylike grunt and a roll of her eyes, Sandy led the way to the
si dewal k. Enroute to the hotel, Cade called room 423 to make sure John and
Phyllis Mrey were in place

By eleven-thirty they'd found standing room near the front of the
auditoriumand a nervous -- alnost frantic -- Paul Mney had spotted them from
his position near the stage.

He edged through the crowd to them and asked, "ls everything ready?"

"Yup," said Cade, "Sandy will go change and wait for nmy call. I'll stay
here and wait for your fifteen-m nute warning. As soon as | make that call to
her, 1'll take some of your people and we'll rope off her route fromdoor to
door. You'll station people in here to nake sure the doors stay clear. Exactly
fifteen mnutes fromyour signal, she'll walk in with the car."

Paul nodded, although he was apparently still not fully convinced that



thi ngs woul d be that sinple or go smoothly.

"Paul, relax," said Cade.

Wth a sharp gl ance, Paul snapped, "I can't relax!"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Ckay. Wn't hel p any, though."

Sandy chuckl ed and said, "Later, people,” and slipped out the doors to the
corridor. Paul returned to the backstage area.

The | ast schedul ed show ended at ten to m dnight. Paul gave the signal --
a small wave and a nod -- and Cade called room 423, where Sandy waited with
John, then he took the rope teamto set up the wal kway.

"We' ve never done this before," said one of them "Wy the hell are we
roping off the hall?"

"You'll see," said Cade. "Keep the wal kway clear, and that's a
dead- seri ous order, people. You don't even have to be nice about it; just tel
'"emto get the hell off to one side."

"Excuse me, but just who the hell are you?" asked a woman. "I don't think
I like your tone."

d ancing at her, Cade said, "W don't have tinme to discuss this, lady, so
get with it or get lost. If you stick around, you'll see why it's inportant to
keep the wal kway clear."

As soon as the ropes were in place, Cade tagged four of the bigger guys
with the task of keeping the lane clear and told the woman who' d bal ked to
stand by at the driveway doors. She glared at his crisp order to stand by, but
said nothing and went to the doors. Cade sent another guy to wait by the
audi t ori um doors.

At five mnutes until showtime Cade saw three people with WAN tags and
canera gear cross the |lobby toward the auditorium at a dead run

Cade whistled sharply and yelled, "WANN! Get over here and set up! You have
about two minutes!”

The guy in charge of the little group canme to talk to Cade.

"W were told..."

"She'll be coming in those doors,"” interrupted Cade, pointing at the
street entrance. "You can buzz around her, but don't get in her way. She'll be
carrying a Crown Victoria like the one that blew up today."

The brunette woman in the WAN group exclainmed, "She's bringing a car into
the hotel ?!"

"Yeah, so stay clear of things. Now you've got one mnute."

Wal king to the street entrance, Cade |ooked up in tine to see Sandy | and
with the car at the bottomof the ramp. A few others saw her |and, as well,
and assorted sounds of amazenent canme fromthe bisected crowd.

Sandy headed quickly for the doors. Cade and the bal ky worman pul | ed t hem
open wi de and held them as Sandy very carefully carried the Crown Victoria on
her shoul ders through the doorway and into the hotel

Once she was inside, the astonished crowd stood watching her pass as if
she carried an arned nucl ear weapon, but Cade shouted, "Keep 'em back! Back!"
on general principles.

WAN' s two camera guys circled Sandy and the car like a pair of wolves,
panni ng every inch of the scene as she marched toward the auditoriumw th the
Crown Vic. The woman with the mcrophone settled for wal ki ng al ongsi de Sandy
at a distance as she spoke softly into the m ke. She sounded as if she was
reporting a golf tournanent at first, then her voice becanme somewhat |ouder as
she got over her own astoni shnent.

At the other end of the roped-off path the auditorium doors had swung open
at the sanme tinme as the street doors. Sone of the con volunteers there were
busy keeping the rubbernecking crowd cl ear of the doors, but as Sandy
approached, the people shrank back fromthe entranceway.

After carefully easing the sedan through the auditorium doors, Sandy
lifted herself and the car into the air and flew toward the stage, but didn't
 and there.

Paul had felt it necessary to make sure they knew the stage coul dn't
handl e the weight of the car. As Sandy settled to hover about a foot above the



stage, he paled slightly and prayed that she'd renenber not to touch down.

Grabbing the mike fromthe stand a few feet in front of Sandy, Paul
cleared his throat and said in an odd tone of sonber astonishnent, "Ladies and
gentlemen... this is Sandy Shield!"™ H's voice firmed up and he very clearly
and in a strong tone repeated, "Sandy Shield!"

The crowd gasped and there were a few shouts, but not because of Paul's
i ntroduction. Sandy had shifted the car from her shoul ders upward and was now
holding it by its frane at armis | ength above her head.

Wth a pause as he glanced back at her, Paul continued speaking by readi ng
froma prepared note, detailing her acconplishnent of the day by which she
saved downtown Atlanta froma simlar Crown Victoria packed with expl osives.

VWAN' s canera guys continued circling Sandy at the extreme edges of the
stage as the woman with the m ke bit her lip and dared herself to step forward
to speak with a snmiling woman who was hol ding a car rock-steady over her head
and who wasn't touching the stage.

To the wonman with the m ke, Sandy quietly said, "Catch ne outside when
put the car down."

The wonman nodded and stepped back as Sandy flipped the car onto its nose
and grabbed the front axle, then flipped it conpletely end over end and caught
it at the same point.

Sone people in the front rows screamed and a couple of themfainted. Cade
was anmused to see that one of the fainters was the Klingon worman from
Br ookl yn.

"Paul ," said Sandy. "It's time to say hi."

Paul nodded and approached her with his m crophone.

"Hi, everybody," said Sandy. "I decided to go public after those pictures
of me appeared on the news. DragonCon seened |like a perfect place for someone
like me to do that."

There were sonme chuckl es and some barks of |aughter fromthe crowd as
Sandy held still for the caneras. After a few nmonments she lowered the car to
one shoul der. Paul dropped the m ke at her feet and ducked al nost convul sively
away.

"Amy, | scared him" Sandy said with a grin. "Sorry, Paul. My bad. People
I have to take this car back out to the parking lot now Since this is the end
of the show, you're all welcone to foll ow ne outside."

Sandy flew toward the doors and peopl e nade way for her w thout having to
be told. The WNN newsies hurried to catch up and fail ed because Sandy didn't
bot her wal king to the street doors.

She lay flat in the air beneath the car and flew it through the doorway,
over the heads of those now within her roped-off pathway, and out the street
doors to the parking ranp.

Once she was in position and hovering a couple of feet above the ranp,
Sandy sinmply shrugged the car upward a few i nches and zi pped out from under it
before it could begin falling to the ground.

The Crown Vic | anded al nost perfectly on all four of its tires at once,
bounced heavily, and shuddered to stillness. People came to wonderingly touch
it as if toseeif it was a real car

Pi nching the fabric of her bodysuit at each shoul der, Sandy gave it a
couple of ear-splitting snaps that seenmed to obliterate the two big, dark
snmudges on her back

"Kew ," said Cade. "Tal k about stainproof..."

She then took off her cape and gave it a rolling snap that left a faint
cl oud of undercarriage residue in the air.

As she put it back on, Cade opened the front passenger door to retrieve
the danp towel in the plastic bag, then used the towel to w pe srmudges off the
skin of Sandy's arms and shoul ders as the WAN peopl e approached.

"Messy, messy," whispered Cade. "You need a bath, |ady. Do you al ways get
this dirty when you play with cars?"

Sandy sni ckered as she held up a forearm snudge for Cade's attention. He
used the opportunity to check her makeup as he buffed her armclean. No



damage. Prosthetics in place.

"Makeup's fine," whispered Cade. "You know, those fake teeth are kinda
sexy."

d ancing sharply at him Sandy started to say, "They aren't...
"Watch it, snartass.”

"Ch, yes'm Watching it now In fact, there's a spot on the back of your
right leg. Hold still another mnute."

Kneel i ng behind her, he folded the towel to a clean spot and rubbed the
snudge from Sandy's calf. As he stood up, he saw the brunette newswoman eyei ng
hi m sharply, curiously.

Patting Sandy's shoul der, Cade whi spered, "There you go. Al clean
mlady. Go gettum" and stepped back a pace as he re-bagged the towel.

A hotel enployee stood near the front of the car. Cade tossed the bag to
her with a grin and said, "It's a hotel towel."

The wonman | ooked at the bag, then at Sandy, and clutched the bag tightly
to her mddle as if afraid someone would take it fromher. Had the towel
suddenly become a souvenir?

Fromthe gl ove conpartment of the car Cade took a sheaf of fol ded papers,
whi ch he handed to Sandy. She, in turn, offered one to the newswonan, who t ook
it and started to introduce herself.

"I"'mJulia Waters," she said, "WAN news. Wuld you answer a few questions
for me?"

"After you've read the brochure, if there's tinme," said Sandy. "That's ny

t hen said,

press release. | can't stay long, so see if your questions are on there,
okay?"

Julia's eyes fell to the brochure and she opened it.

As she did so, Sandy held up another brochure and said, "I have about a

hundred of these, if anyone wants one."

The crowd seened to surge forward as a mass of grasping hands. VWAN s
newst eam f ound t hensel ves jostled out of position as both Cade and Sandy
handed out the brochures.

Many i mredi ately began cl anoring for autographs. Cade handed Sandy a pen
and continued to hand out brochures as Sandy signed brochures, clothing, arnms,
and what ever el se people presented with a quick, cursive 'SS .

Just as they handed out the last of the brochures -- right on cue --
Cade's cell phone rang. He answered it, then tapped Sandy's shoul der and
handed t he phone to her

"Sandy," she said, then listened intently for a nmonent, said, "Be right
there," and pushed the 'end' button as she handed the phone back to Cade.

For the benefit of the audi ence, she asked Cade, "WII| you take care of
the car for ne?"

Noddi ng curtly, Cade strode around the car, got in, and started it. Easing
t hrough the crowd, he headed the car down the ranmp toward the street, glancing
in the rearview mrror.

Sandy raised her arnms for quiet and said, "lI'msorry, everybody, but 1've
been call ed away. Thank you all for your tine," then she | aunched herself
skywar d.

Turning right at the corner, Cade drove half a block and turned right
again into the hotel's receiving docks. One of the guys from John's A-group
opened the second set of gates and Cade turned the car over to him then shut
t he gates behind himas he drove the Crown Vic to the front parking area.

Chapter Thirteen

As he wal ked up the steps to the hotel's rear entrance, Cade felt a
wat chi ng presence and faded into sone shadows to have a | ook around. Seeing no
one imredi ately, he quietly dropped behind sone bushes to get to another
vant age poi nt and continued studying his surroundings.

There was still no one in sight, but the feeling was stronger than ever.
No one on the ground or in nearby w ndows, he anmended. Cade gl anced up and



around and saw Sandy hovering twenty feet or so above him

"I'f you want your clothes back," said Cade, "You'll prom se not to sneak
up on me like that again."

"It didn't work, anyway," said Sandy, descending beside him "I can't
bel i eve you found a way to di sappear hal fway up a flight of steps. | had to go

to infrared to spot you. How d you know | was up there?"

St eppi ng out of the shadows, Cade said, "Just did."

"Wl | ?" asked Sandy. "How do you think it went?"

"Well enough. W got away wi thout having to deal intimately with the
public or the news hounds."

Lifting a cardboard box from what appeared to be a trash pile in the
shadows to one side of the doorway, Cade handed Sandy a baggi e containi ng her
bl ue dress, purse, and shoes.

"Your |uggage, mlady."

Sandy chuckl ed and took the baggie, then turned into a blur that seenmed to
change colors rapidly. A couple of seconds |later the blur ceased and Sandy
wore her blue outfit as she appeared to conpress a wad of red between her
hands.

Her red cape, Cade realized. The rest of her uniformnmust be inside it. He
wat ched as she mashed it to the size of a packet of tissues and dropped it
i nto her purse.

"Al'l set," she said, snapping the purse shut.

"Damm, " said Cade. "Wsh | could do that. Don't know why |'d need to,
exactly, but that was a helluva trick, ma' am Wat about the prosthetics?"

Patting her purse, Sandy grinningly said, "They went in separately. |
didn't think they'd conpress well."

Noddi ng, Cade opened the door for her. They took the freight elevator to
the tenth floor, then rode down to the fourth floor in one of the regul ar
el evators.

John nmet them near Cade's room and acconpani ed t hem inside w thout comrent
until Cade shut the door

"Wel | ?" asked John. "How do you think it went?"

"That's exactly what | asked him" said Sandy.

"Wl |l enough," said Cade, reusing his answer to Sandy. "W got away
wi t hout having to deal intimately with the public or the news hounds."

"Great," said John. "I talked with Paul Money. He's setting up a | ookalike
contest for tonmorrow evening." Focusing on Sandy, he asked, "You're going to
be in this roomtonight?"

"Yes," said Sandy. "We'll nobve ny things in an hour or so, once
everything' s settled down."

"Good enough." Turning to Cade, John asked, "You're staying here tonight,
or noving to her roon"

"Staying, if it's okay with Sandy."

"It is," said Sandy. "This is where people expect to find him and he can
answer the door if anyone drops by."

"Ckay, then," said John. "I'll nove Sanuels into your room and you can
have his tonorrow. "

Looking at his watch, he said, "Well, it's getting late, so I'll get out
of here." Turning to Sandy again, he held out one of the brochures and a pen

and said, "Oh, before | forget, would you autograph one of these for ny
daught er ?"

Sandy took it with a smle and signed it as Cade asked, "For your
daught er, huh?"

John gave hima droll |ook, but said nothing.

"I haven't seen the brochure," said Cade, intercepting Sandy's return of
t he docunment to John

Unf ol di ng the paper, he saw a near-photo-quality picture of Sandy in
uniformon the left side of the page. On the right side was a brief that gave
her name, a post box address in Arlington, VA an email address, and a website
addr ess.



"Kew ," said Cade, "It usually takes a whole day to put a site
regi stration and activation through."

"We have friends in the business,"” said John. He handed a printout to
Sandy and said, "The site is paid up for five years. Here's the login info for
both the website and the email. You can |l et us know where to send your snai
mail."

"Il pick it up for now," said Sandy. "Thanks, John."

Wth a nod, John reached behind hinself for the door handle and said, "No
problem Later, people," as he let hinself out of the room

VWen the door closed behind John, Cade turned to Sandy and said, "There's
only one bed. I'Il have the hotel bring up a folding bed if you want."

Shaki ng her head, Sandy said, "No need," as she went to the little
refrigerator and opened it. "Want anythi ng?"

"Maybe later. If your stuff's packed, 1'Il go get it."

Openi ng a Coke, Sandy sipped it before she said, "I'mall packed, but I
think it would be faster if | went for it. You guard the hallway, okay?"

Leani ng agai nst the desk as he watched her drink again, Cade noddi ngly
said, "WII do, mlady."

Sandy froze in md-sip and gazed at Cade for sone nonents, then cane to
stand a couple of feet fromhimas she said, "Again and again | hear 'ma' an
and 'mlady'. Are you into bondage ganes or somethi ng?"

Meeting her gaze, Cade grinningly said, "Nope. That kind of stupidity
never held any appeal for ne."

"Then why all the 'ma'ams and 'm | ady' s?"

"In case | forget your name, of course. If you' re used to hearing ne cal
you 'mlady', you'll never realize..."

Rol ling her eyes and swatting his shoul der, Sandy said, "Yeah, right.
Seriously, Ed. Wy?"

"I likeit. If you don't, just say so. I'Il stop."

Si ppi ng her Coke again w thout taking her eyes off him Sandy seened to
give the matter sonme thought. After a nmoment she set the can on the desk and
went to the door.

"Ready?" she asked.

Cade nodded and went to the door, opening it to check the hallway. Seeing
nobody in the corridor, he nodded again and waved her past him

Sandy swept past himin a flash. Her blur of nmotion turned hard right just
out si de the doorway and di sappeared. Cade peeked out in tine to see her slash
her keycard through her room s door |ock, then disappear again.

' Yeah, she's definitely quick,' he thought, opening the door to his room
fully and standing well clear of it as he mentally counted 'One... two...
three...'

A rush of air passed himwth the blur that was Sandy. She set three
suitcases and a cloth bag on the floor by the bed and di sappeared. Cade held
his position and counted agai n.

"...Four," said Cade as Sandy again blasted into the room

"Four what?" she asked.

"Seconds. There and back, that is. The | ock nust have sl owed you down on
the first trip."

Ginning at him Sandy opened one of her suitcases on the bed and took out
a terrycl oth bathrobe, which she laid to one side as she continued rooting
t hrough t he bag.

Cade cl osed the door and came to stand near her as she produced a
cont ai ner of shanmpoo made to | ook |ike a mniature chanpagne bottle and handed
it to Cade.

After studying the faux-vineyard | abel, Cade handed it back with a shrug
and, "Yes'm That's very nice."

"Not what you were expecting, was it?" asked Sandy.

"I wasn't expecting anything. | just cane over here to see if you'd pul
anything interesting out of that bag."

"Interesting? I n what way?"



Shruggi ng agai n, Cade said, "Just interesting. No way in particular," and
headed for the bathroomto nmake a coffee.

As he primed his travel nmug with instant coffee and waited for the sink
water to run hot enough, Sandy said, "You don't exactly seem absolutely
thrilled about ne being here.”

Wth a short |augh, Cade | ooked at her in the wall mrror and shook his
head unbelievingly.

"What ?" asked Sandy. "You don't."

G ving her another long | ook as he stirred his coffee, Cade grinningly

said, "I'mmnding ny manners, that's all. There's a beautiful woman in ny
hotel roomand | don't want to say or do anything that will make her |eave in
a huff."”

Sandy gave him a skeptical |ook, then zipped her suitcase shut and set it
on the floor. Picking up the shampoo and the fol ded robe, she took themto the
bat hroom al cove and set themon the counter, then turned to Cade.

"Say or do what, exactly, Ed? W tal ked about certain things in the bar
didn't we?"

Noddi ng, he said, "W talked, but that's all. | don't renenber being
specifically invited to do anything."

Wth a somewhat incredul ous gaze, Sandy softly repeated, "' Specifically
invited..? "

"Yup. W discussed. W inferred. That's all. Men and wonen don't

conmuni cate all that well sonetimes, Sandy. A long tine ago | discussed and
inferred like that with another woman, a friend of ny sister's. It turned out
that she'd just been tal king about some of her thoughts and feelings about sex
wi th someone she'd thought had understood that we'd just been tal king. Wen |
acted on what | thought she'd meant, she gave nme one of those 'hurt puppy’

| ooks and started crying and bitching about how all men were such jerks. Ever
since, |'ve made sure to be sure.”

Wth a narrow gaze, Sandy asked, "Wat do you nean by 'acted on', Ed?"

Si ppi ng sone coffee, Cade said, "I just made advances. | didn't throw her
over mny shoul der and head for the bedroom"™

After a noment of studying him Sandy asked, "What kind of advances?"

Setting his coffee down, Cade quietly asked, "Should | sinply answer that
guestion, or should | denonstrate?"

Her gaze still narrow, but now because she suspected Cade was teasing her
Sandy said, "Try denonstrating."

Smiling as he said a firm "Yes, mlady," Cade stepped forward and t ook
Sandy in his arns as she, in turn, enbraced him Kissing her softly, he took
his time about letting his Iips brushingly caress hers, then nade the kiss
becone a firmconnection for some noments.

VWen the kiss ended, he continued to hold her as he whispered in her ear
"That's all | did, ma'am |'mkind of hoping you'll handle it better than she
did."

As Sandy chuckl ed softly, Cade punctuated the whi sper with another
brushi ng kiss on Sandy's cheek and grinningly asked, "Do | have to let you go
now, or could we stay like this a while?"

Looking up at him Sandy asked, "You realize what time it is, don't you?"

"It's about ten to one, but we don't have to be anywhere until the con
opens tomorrow. Not even then, really, unless someone calls a briefing on a
Sat ur day nor ni ng. "

"Are you willing to chance that on only a few hours of sleep? You ve had a
| ong day, Ed, and as far as | know, |I'll be here tonorrow night, too."

Cade cocked his head slightly as he | ooked at her

"Ah, but what if you aren't here tonorrow night for some reason? Sandy,
|'ve been up too late a few tines before and survived early briefings." He
paused and ki ssed her again before enphatically adding, "And tonight I"'mwth
a superwoman who may as well be a goddess. Hell, yes, I'Il take a chance like
that! Want some help in the shower? Not to brag, of course, but |'m considered
something of a lay expert in matters of gynocentric eudenonics.”



Sandy pulled back a bit and eyed Cade for a nonment, then asked, "You do
know some unusual words, don't you?"

"Yes'm And since you aren't asking nme what 'eudenonics' means, so do you.
Probably all of them | figure."

She nodded slightly and smilingly said, "My education was very thorough
So you're a 'lay' expert, huh?"

"Well, a rather advanced student at the very least, ma'am?"
"Uh, huh. 1 only have your word for that, so you nmust realize I'mgoing to
have to nmake you prove it. | hope you don't mind ny blatant skepticism sir."

Wth a dismssive shrug, Cade said, "Ch, of course not, mlady. I
conpl etely understand. Some things are just too inmportant to be left
unverified."

Chapt er Fourteen

Cade went to the bathroomto | ose sone used beer as Sandy again went to
her suitcase. Wien he cane out a fewmnutes later, a gloriously naked Sandy
smlingly strode past him and cavalierly handed himthe fancy shanpoo bottle
as she breezed by. Setting the bottle down on the desk, Cade kicked off his
boots and skinned out of his clothes, then grabbed the bottle and foll owed
her .

Sandy grinningly stood still or moved as directed to all ow him
best - possi bl e access with the shampoo and soap as Cade took his sweet tine
about washing her. It surprised himto learn that she was ticklish in all the
usual pl aces.

It surprised Sandy equally to learn that Cade hadn't been ki dding at al
about the level of enjoyment he achieved sinply by touching and tasting, but
after several minutes of his joyful tasting, her surprise was replaced by
ot her sensations that began to build within her due to Cade's questing tongue
and roving, sensual touches.

A shuddering, gasping orgasmwas all Cade wanted from her, and he worked
hard for it. Wen the scent of honey and w | dfl owers began to fill the shower
stall and the nmagnificent twin colums that were her thighs began to trenble,
Cade happily redoubled his efforts until the sounds of his success filled the
tiny bat hroom

Sure, Cade vaguely realized that something was affecting himlike a nood
enhancenent drug, but somehow that just didn't seemvery inportant at all as
the honey and wil dfl ower taste of her flooded his senses.

Sandy's fingers entwined tightly in his hair to hold himsteadfastly in
pl ace as she crested. Wen she relaxed with a sigh a little later, Cade
t hought of the way she'd tossed the Crown Vic around and actually felt
relieved that she hadn't accidentally squashed himas she'd peaked.

Sliding out from between her |egs, Cade stood up and sinply held her for a
time as the spray cascaded over themboth. A few light, feathery kisses to her
shoul der and neck brought Sandy's face up to his and his next kiss was one of
the kind that |et a wonman know that a man thinks the world of her

"See?" he whispered, "Some things are worth losing a little sleep.”

Wth a soft snicker, Sandy sinply nodded agreenent and ki ssed hi m again
and they stood together under the spray for another few m nutes before she
spoke.

"Seens to ne it's ny turn to..
by the phone ringing in the bedroom

They | ooked qui zzically at each other for a nonent, then parted. Nobody
woul d be calling either of themat that hour w thout dammed good reason

"CQuess |'d better answer it," said Cade, kissing her again and stepping
out of the shower stall.

Sandy sai d nothing as she reached to turn off the water. Cade grabbed a
towel and used it as he left the bathroom

Pi cking up the phone, Cade answered it with his room numnber.

"Four-twenty-two."

she began, but her words were interrupted



"Cade," said John in a tense voice, "I need to speak to Sandy."

"Hold one," said Cade, turning to wave the phone at Sandy. "It's John."

She nodded and canme paddi ng out of the bathroomto take it and say, "Hi
John. What's up?"

As he finished toweling hinmself dry, Cade faintly heard John say, "W need
you in the ops room Sandy. Let Cade stay there and get some sleep; you're
going to have to make a trip to Washi ngton tonight."

Noddi ng as if John could see her, Sandy said, "Tell me about it when | get
there. 1'mon ny way. Bye," and hung up the phone as she turned to Cade.

"I heard,"” he said, tossing the towel over a chair and reaching for her
"And |'ve seen how fast you nove, so how about a kiss for the road, |ady?"

Sandy noved into his arns for a long, firmkiss, then she stepped back and
said, "If | can, I'll be back tonight."

"Most excellent, ma'am 1'd like to wake up next to you."

Sandy smiled in her naked spl endor and became a blur that noved around the
room for a monent, then solidified back into Sandy a few i nches fromhis face.
She smlingly kissed himagain, then again blurred as she sped out of the
room

"Damm, " muttered Cade as he parked his butt against the desk and picked up
Sandy's towel. It still carried the scent of her; the wldfl owers and honey
scent. He held the towel to his face and breathed deeply of her for a few
nmonents, then hung both towels on the rack in the bathroomand clinbed into
bed.

Sl eep was evasive for a while as he renmenbered various aspects of their
shower together, but eventually it found him

When he woke a little after nine, he was alone in the bed. After ablutions
and nmaking a cup of instant coffee, Cade called the ops roomto see if Sandy
was due back anytime soon. They either didn't know or couldn't say. He asked
to be notified when she returned.

Cade tore the rel evant pages out of his convention schedule and circled
those events he'd attend. He then wote, '"I'Il be at one of these' on hotel
stationery, used his knife to slice a line in the paper and inserted the
roll ed-up schedul e pages in the slot, and finished his coffee before | eaving
to find sone breakfast.

At the front desk, he told the clerk to allow Sandy access to his room
then crossed the |obby to the restaurant. The snell of food hit himhard for
some reason. Cade chose fromthe nenu cautiously, not wanting to order nore
than he could eat, but he nonethel ess ended up ordering a whol e second
breakfast platter when the first one didn't seemto do the job.

As he was finishing up the second platter, Cade's cell phone buzzed and he
answered it with, "Cade here."

"Hey, ol' buddy," said Frank Stearns, "I hear you had some special fenale
conpany last night. I'mkind of surprised you're up and around at all this
nor ni ng. "

"d"' buddy, huh?" thought Cade, ' Shields up.'

He asked, "Are you in the ops room Frank?"

"Huh? No. Wy?"

"Do you know if Sandy's back yet?"

"Back? What do you nean 'back'? What'd she do, run out on you? Didn't you
tickle her fancy?"

Wth a sigh, Cade asked, "Frank, why the hell did you call ne?"

Frank Stearns |aughed and said, "I just wanted to hear your version of
things. Howd it go l|ast night, stud?"

In a flat tone, Cade said, "Sorry to disappoint you, Frank."

Cade |l et Stearns hear him sigh again and thunbed the off button as he
reached for his coffee. As he took a sip, Cade again recalled scenes fromthe
shower and the way that scent of wildflower and honey had seem ngly taken over
his mnd

Pher onbnes? He coul dn't renenber readi ng anythi ng about pheronones having



any particular smell, but Sandy wasn't exactly a Jane Average wonman, either

Just a brief remenbrance of that scent and its effect was enough to cause
that effect to occur again. Cade ordered another coffee so he'd have an excuse
to remain seated until that effect died down a bit.

A rather tall wonman at another table noticed his disconfort and pinked
slightly when Cade had to reach to adjust hinself. She was wearing a barbarian
princess sort of outfit that showed a | ot of skin and Cade wondered if she
t hought his disconfort was her fault.

Hi s gaze fell to her long | egs and he shrugged nmentally as he eyed her
t hi ghs. Yeah. She had pretty good |l egs. Sure. It could happen, given the right
-- and sonewhat closer -- circunstances.

The woman's pink becanme a bit deeper and she turned away nervously. That
made Cade chuckle. Wiy the hell do wonen wear sexy, skinmpy costunes |ike those
if they can't handle the results? Big duh, lady. You have good | egs. Men | ook
at exposed female skin. Gow up and deal with it.

VWhups. Wait one. He peered nore closely at the rest of her for a nonent.
She looked a little famliar..

Cot it. Add sonme Klingon makeup and an outfit made of |eather, netal
stuff, and patches of notorcycle tires. She was the attitude-wonman fromthe
dealer's room But she was at a table with three other wonen and no nen. \Were
was her M. Klingon this norning?

Cade decided it didn't natter a danmm where M. Klingon was, but he stopped
eyebal ling her legs so his systemwoul d rel ax enough that he could | eave the
restaurant in tinme to get to the eleven o' clock witer's panel

A few minutes later he was able to down the |last of his coffee and head
for the escalators. As he was descendi ng, Cade heard a soft swear word as
somet hing ri pped behind him He turned to find a woman kneeling to try to pick
up the contents of her purse.

The seam of her tight skirt had opened all the way up to her ass and she
was scrabbling to pick stuff up before the escalator step reached the bottom

Cade hel ped her, of course, and they succeeded, then they stepped to one
side of the escalator and he held her purse and stuff as she tried to do
somet hi ng about her skirt.

"It's too tight," said Cade. "It'll just open up again. Mght as well say
to hell with it and change when you get a chance."

She froze, then gaped irritatedly at him

"Are you saying |I'mfat?"

Cade eyed her anple bosom and the full ness of her thigh -- not an
excessive fullness at all -- and shook his head.

"Nope. | said exactly what | nmeant. That skirt's too tight. It probably
won't stay fixed."

Her irritated gaze becane a gl are.

"What the hell do you know. .?"

Shovi ng her purse and stuff at her, Cade interrupted her inpending rant
with, "Yeah, right. Forget it, lady. Here. Have fun trying to hold yourself
toget her," and wal ked away.

The writer's panel covered nothing that hadn't been covered before. Cade's
mai n reason for not |eaving was that Sandy night cone | ooking for himand it
was one of the places he'd circled on the schedul e page he'd left for her

Wth three hours to kill before the next panel, Cade went back to his room
by way of the ops room Sandy hadn't returned, but he |l earned that his |aptop
had been marked for return to him so he retrieved it and used his roonis
phone line to check email and surf the net a bit.

He' d found next to nothing about superwonen the day before. Now there were
dozens of sites. Al of themhad essentially the same pictures -- cuts from
the news and scans of the flyer Sandy had handed out -- but a few had pictures
fromthe car-juggling event and the parking | ot afterward.

He turned off his laptop and put it in his backpack. Sandy's |uggage was
still in his room but there was nothing about her that he wanted or needed to
know so badly that it would justify openi ng her bags.



Cade made hinself a coffee and fl opped on the bed to see what was in the
day's news. Quite a bit of it on several channels was nothing nore than a
recap of yesterday's events and repeated reruns of the video footage.

Scanni ng up the channels, Cade found an old nmovie and hal f-watched it as
his mnd chewed t hrough the previous day's events the way he'd lived them and
survived sone of them

But his nmind kept returning to Sandy. Her face, hair, shoul ders, |egs..
the sound of her voice... her smile..

He realized that sonme of what he was feeling and thinking came from her
natural attractiveness and having spent the day and nost of the night with
her, but it seened to Cade that he was feeling quite a bit nore than he should
for so short a tine together. That |led himto wonder why, which sonehow | ed
hi m back to her wi | dfl ower and honey scent.

Cade got up and went to the bathroom but the maid had al ready cleaned the
room and taken Sandy's towel. No matter; the scent was still etched in his
m nd.

"Etched.' he thought, returning to the bed. 'Yeah, that was a word for it.
Unf orgettabl e was another. Too much so?

Coul d there be sonething about her scent that... well, that was as 'super’
as the rest of her? That maybe had | eft some kind of indelible chenical mark
on his brain?

Wth a chuckl e, he caught hinmself and changed course. If it had |eft such
a mark on him was it necessarily a bad thing? It would conjure explicit
menories of her. Cade's nmind flashed on Sandy's exquisite |l egs and lovely face
and he decided that he could definitely live with that sort of a mark on his
br ai n.

Unl ess Sandy -- or her scent, or whatever else about her -- created
di sruptions of some sort, no biggie.

That was essentially his |ast conscious thought as sleep again overtook
hi m

Chapter Fifteen

Cade woke to the sounds of a phone ringing and poundi ng on a door, groggy
as hell and thoroughly disoriented. H s watch read al nbost six o' clock. \Wen he
tried to stand to go to the door, he staggered and fell back on the bed.

Dizzy as hell, too, and weak as a kitten. He nade another effort to stand
up and headed for the door again. Wen he turned the handl e, John and a guy
fromPhil's team seened startled to see him then John rushed forward and
steered Cade back into the room The other guy closed the door and foll owed.

John sat Cade down in the chair by the desk as the other guy answered the
phone and said, "Yeah. He's here. | think he m ght be sick, though. Yeah
Ckay. "

Turning to John, the guy said, "Doc Crandall's got the duty today. Do we
need hi n?"

d anci ng up, John said, "Don't know yet. Stand by."

Faci ng Cade, he asked, "Cade, what's wong with you?"

Wth a terse shake of his head, Cade said, "Just woke up, that's all."

"You | ook as if you've just clinbed out of your grave."

Looki ng up, Cade said, "Well, gee, thanks."

The guy on the phone snorted a | augh as John studi ed Cade's face rather
critically.

"“I'" m okay, John," insisted Cade, "Just tired, | guess."

"Just like that, you got tired?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Guess so. You know | was up late."

Checki ng his watch, John said, "Well, then, you' ve got nost of an hour to
get to the ops room Tonight's Sandy show starts at eight and we want
everybody in place ahead of tine."

"She' s back?"

"Yeah. She's going over a fewthings with Phyllis."



Noddi ng, Cade said, "Ckay. Half an hour. Got it."

"You sure you're okay?"

Si ghi ng, Cade stood up, spread his arnms, and said, "Hey, |'mup and I'm
dressed. 1'l|l be there."”

Once he was al one, Cade made hinself a wakeup coffee and downed nost of it
on the spot. Alook in the mrror confirmed John's appraisal; Cade |ooked as
if he'd risen froma sickbed. He felt that way, too; dog-tired and faintly
trenbling, he turned on the shower and shed his clothes.

The shower seened to help a bit. Cade | eaned against the wall and did
several fast pushups under the spray to get his blood noving a bit faster

As he turned to face the spray he used sone of it to rinse the stal eness
out of his nmouth and di scovered an intense thirst. After drinking what seened
like a gallon of water, the thirst eased somewhat and Cade fini shed washi ng
up.

Hi s coffee seenmed to beckon to himas he dried hinmself. Cade slugged down
what was |left of the stuff and made a fresh cup, then went to get dressed.
Before he had his shirt buttoned, the new cup of coffee was gone and he craved
nor e.

"What the hell..?" he muttered, realizing that he'd felt the sane way
about the water in the shower.

@ ancing at his watch, he realized he mght not have tine for any sort of
di nner, which was all it took to make him feel ravenously hungry. He went to
hi s backpack and took out one of the two big cans of chicken soup and a P-38
mlitary-issue can opener that he kept in the bottom conpartnent.

One can wasn't enough. Not even close. A few nminutes later both cans were
enpty and Cade didn't feel as if he'd made nmuch of a dent in his hunger
Soneone knocked on his door and Cade went to open it.

A guy in a hotel jacket said, "Room service," and wheeled a cart into the
room

"l didn't order room service."

"No, sir. A woman placed the order." Holding up a ticket, the bell hop
showed it to Cade and said, "It's already paid for, sir; charged to another
room but to be delivered here.”

By this tine the snell of a steak dinner had wafted up fromthe cart and
Cade suddenly didn't give a damm who'd sent it or why. He took the ticket and
tossed it on the cart as he reached into his pocket for a tip.

"Yeah, great, thanks," he said quickly, tipping the guy and reaching for
the cover on the oversized center platter

VWen he lifted the cover, Cade found not one steak, but three, and they
weren't the usual ten-dollar restaurant servings. These were big slabs of neat
surrounded by potatoes, carrots, green beans, and nore. Beside the tray |ay
only one set of silverware wapped in a hotel napkin.

Cade' s cel | phone rang and he went to the desk for it.

Thunmbing it on, he said, "Cade."

Wth a chuckl e, Sandy asked, "Has your dinner arrived yet?"

"Just now, but they may have screwed up downstairs. There's enough food
here for three people, but there's only one set of silverware and no plates."

Chuckl i ng agai n, Sandy said, "No, they didn't screw up. | knew you'd wake

up hungry, so | sent up a fairly standard conversion neal. | need anot her
fifteen here before | can get |oose. Save ne a few bites, will you?"
"Sandy, what's a conversion and...?"
She interrupted himw th, "Qops, gotta go. I'Il tell you all about it

| ater, okay? Bye!"

Real i zi ng she was no | onger online, Cade thunbed his phone off and said,
"Yeah. Right. Bye," as he set it back on the desk. Conversion? \Wat the
hell..?

The snell of the food was al nbst overpowering. Cade decided he could
wonder about things as he ate and headed for the food cart. Mst of the way
t hrough the vegetabl es and the second of the huge steaks, he paused to set
asi de about a regular nmeal's worth of food, then continued eating.



VWhen nothing was left but the food he'd set aside, Cade took the knife and
fork to the sink to wash them and put themby the tray, then put the Iid back
on it and went to brush his teeth and conb his hair.

The vague trenbling had left himand he felt a ot better, but Cade stil
felt a bit disoriented and confused. Between the soup and the steaks he'd put
away enough food for half a dozen people, but he didn't feel as if he'd had
nore than an average neal. In fact, just thinking about that |ast bit of steak
in the other room nade hi mwonder if Sandy could make do with an apol ogy and a
| ate dinner after her show.

The room s hall way door opened and Sandy said, "Thanks for renmenbering to
tell the desk to give ne a roomcard."

Moving to join her in the main room Cade asked, "After last night, how
could |I forget?" Indicating the covered tray, he said, "l saved you sone
di nner, as requested. Are you going to tell ne what you' ve done to nme?"

Trying to | ook shocked and hurt, Sandy asked, "Wat? No hello kiss? Don't
you want to hear about ny day?"

Cade took her in his arns for a kiss, then said, "OF course, nilady. Tel
me all about your day, but tell ne later. Right now !l want to know what's
happening to ne."

Sandy shrugged and said, "You're changing. It's nothing to worry about,
but the conversion takes a | ot of energy and nmass. That's why you were so
hungry. "

“"I"'mstill hungry. Your dinner al nost di sappeared.”

Smiling, she said, "But now the hunger's nore manageabl e and you can get
by until after the show Right?"

She stood by the cart as she sliced the steak and vegetables into bite
si zed chunks and sprinkled salt and pepper here and there to her liKking.

Unabl e to renmenber ever having read or heard anythi ng about people
changi ng due to association with Sandy, Cade asked, "Just what kind of change
are we tal ki ng about ?"

Wt hout |ooking up fromher efforts, Sandy said, "You re going to becone
sort of like me."

Wth a deliberately noisy sigh at her seening inability to rel ease any
details, Cade replied, "Not blonde and stacked, | hope. That could take a
hel luva I ot of getting used to at this point in ny life, you know Could you
be maybe just a little nore specific, Sandy?"

d ancing up with another chuckle and smile, Sandy said, "Nothing quite
t hat outrageous. You're being upgraded, that's all. You'll be bulletproof or
close to it. Stronger. Faster. Like that. Don't worry, you won't need a new
war dr obe, as nmuch as that may actually be a good idea."

Her grinning gaze traveled fromhis boots to his shirt as he said, "I'm
going to let your sartorial comentary pass. Wat did you do to nme to make
this -- change --happen?"

Chuckl i ng around sone potato, Sandy said, "I didn't do anything to you.

You did it to me." Sticking her tongue out at himand waggling it, she pulled
it back in and said, "Like that."

Sitting on the end of the bed, Cade watched her fork up another bit of
steak as he tried to figure out what the hell she was telling him Like what?
Was she saying she'd given himsone kind of disease? All he'd done was |ick
her silly in the shower. How could doing that..? He felt |ike checking his
tongue in the bathroommrror

"Are you about ready to go?" asked Sandy.

Looki ng up, Cade saw the food was gone. Sandy stood up and pushed the cart
toward the door. Cade slipped into his shoulder rig, grabbed his cellphone,
and put on his jacket.

"Yeah, ready," he said. "I'd still like to know..."

Sandy wal ked back and ki ssed Cade to silence him

"Later," she said, "After the show," and she I ed himby the hand toward
t he hal l way door as she added, "Just be careful when you handl e things
tonight. You'll be a little stronger than you're used to, so avoid handling



people in particular."

"Stronger. Right. Ch, hell, Sandy; on-the-job is the worst possible tine
to have to learn new tricks or adjust to anything. How nuch stronger are we
t al ki ng about ?"

She opened the door and pushed the cart into the hall w thout rel easing
Cade' s hand, which neant that he foll owed when he m ght have stopped to ask
nore questions.

Cade was thinking in human ternms, which didn't prepare himat all to hear
"I'f you followthe norm by ten or so you'll be able to bench press a couple
of tons, give or take."

"Tons?! The nornf! There's a nornf!"

Putting the cart against the wall, Sandy gave hima quick kiss and
grinningly said, "Yeah, there's a norm" Wth a chuckle she asked, "Cee,
mster, did you think you were nmy very first?"

Laughi ng, she hauled himtoward the el evators. John came out of the ops
room and waved, said something to someone in the room then noved to join
t hem

"John doesn't know," whispered Sandy, releasing Cade's hand, "And he
doesn't need to know. No nore questions for now, okay?"

Meeting her intent gaze for a monent, Cade nodded slightly as John caught
up to them John handed hima 'staff' convention badge and a tiny radio with
an earpiece and a |l apel mke, then they began wal ki ng agai n.

"We're all set," said John. "Frank called a friend and rented sone bl ondes
to fill out the..." At Sandy's sharp gl ance he hastily expl ained, "They're
actors, Sandy. Frank's friend is in the talent business. He called one of the
uni on reps here."

They reached the el evators and Cade pressed the call button as Sandy said,
"Knowi ng Frank, that isn't terribly reassuring."

John | aughed and agreed with her, then continued, "Yeah, but we wanted a
full stage. They don't | ook Iike hookers, so even if that's what sone of them
are, they'll do. There'll be about twenty other spur-of-the-nmonment contestants
unl ess they've added sone since six o'clock."

Cade asked, "How did you conme up with unifornms?"

"The superstore near Ft. MPherson. Wiite bathing suits, boots and bl ue
spray paint, red fabric, and gloves. Phyllis and agent Vocce took the girls to
room 439, said that making their own unifornms was part of the job, and put
themto work. One of themstarted to object, but the one who brought her kid
al ong said that sewing and painting for a few minutes woul d beat the hell out
of waiting tables tonight. They all stayed."

"Waiting tabl es?" asked Cade, "That one doesn't sound |ike a hooker. She
brought her kid? Couldn't find a babysitter?"

Noddi ng, John said, "You got it. No problem though. The convention has a
babysitting room so parents can attend panels and the |ike w thout disrupting
them Al we had to do was get her a day pass to the con.”

The el evator arrived and they suspended the conversation until they
arrived at |ower |obby two and debarked. As they threaded their way through
the crowd toward the ballroom where costune contests were held, Cade spotted
t he Brookl yn Klingon woman yet again. She carried a blonde wig and seened in a
hurry.

"That's Chandra," said John. "Wen she saw us bringing in a vanl oad of
bl ondes, she got curious. W put her on the payroll for this event to keep her
quiet."

"This is where | get off," said Sandy, pointing at a side door. "See you
| ater, guys."

As Sandy headed for the door, John said, "She'll put on one of our
honespun unifornms and join the other contestants after Phyllis fixes her
face. "

Cade gave John the fisheye and asked, "There's no way she can win, is
t here?"

Shaki ng his head, John smilingly said, "Sorry, but no. The best she can



hope for is third or fourth."

"Have the judges al ready picked the w nner?"

Agai n shaking his head, John said, "No, just one loser in particular. W
didn't see any need to fix things past that."

"What's the prize?"

"There are three. First is five hundred bucks, a free pass to next year's
convention, and sone publicity. Second prize is a free pass and two-fifty.
Third is one-fifty and a free pass.” He shrugged and added, "And our actors
are getting a hundred bucks each, win or |ose."

St oppi ng by the second set of ballroom doors, John said, "This is your
station." He grinned and added, "Since you slept through the regular briefing,
here's your update, Cade. W're here to watch for bad guys."

"Ha, ha," Cade said flatly as he put on the 'staff' badge and installed

his radio gear. "I'll catch "emfor you, but you have to clean 'em"

"Fair enough. W have people at the hallway doors upstairs, so anyone who
shows up in this |obby is a bogey until proven otherwi se. Carter'll let you
know i f she sees anything on her screens. Al set?"

"Al set."”

Noddi ng, John said, "Later, Cade."
Returni ng his nod, Cade said, "Later, John."

Chapt er Sixteen

From his station at the ballroom doors, Cade al nost didn't spot Sandy
anong the others when the wonen first paraded onto the stage. As his gaze
passed over them one of the wonen flicked her eyebrows at himand grinned.
Cade studi ed her a nmonent |onger, then nodded and grinned back

Phyllis had slightly altered Sandy's face and body in ways so subtle that
Cade could only guess how she'd done it. Al he could say was that she didn't
| ook much like herself.

VWen the ballroom had been filled to capacity and then sone, the | obby was
cleared and all the double doors were closed. Cade and the others stood in
front of the doors.

Slightly muffl ed by the doors, Cade heard the announcer blather for a
whi | e about the purpose of the event being to honor the worman who'd saved
Atl anta, then footage of the event was announced, followed by a video playback
of the previous night's car-juggling exposition

Apol ogi es were nmade that Sandy, herself, couldn't be there, assurances
were made that she'd receive a conplete recording of the event, and the
announcer wrapped up his stage tine by turning the show over to a wonan, who
announced the three prizes to be awarded by the convention and segued the
announcement into an introduction of the contest judges.

At last they got down to the | ook-alike conpetition. Knowi ng the genera
routi ne each woman woul d perform Cade could envision themstrutting fromthe
wi ngs to nmodel their outfits by turning around once, then noving across the
stage to nake room for the next contestant.

The mal e announcer eventually came back on stage to say that there would
be a brief pause as the votes were counted and introduced another display of
Sandy Shield video footage with thunderingly |oud, dramatic mnusic.

"Bogey on canera three," said Donna Carter's calmvoice in Cade's
ear pi ece. "The upstairs hallway. He canme in through a side door and he's
headi ng for the escalators. Computer says he's a ninety-five-plus face-match
Bl ue backpack, jeans, yellow shirt, white sneakers. He's wearing a 'staff’

badge. "
"Everybody stay tight," Alan said unnecessarily, "He could be a
di version."
"Anot her bogey... and another match,"” said Carter. "Again froma side

door. Computer says he's definitely Mohamred Nassir fromthe red list. Blue
shirt, green backpack. Jeans and gray sneakers. Another 'staff' badge."
As the escalator carried the men into view, Pierce said, "The bl ue



backpack bel ongs to one of the two Hassans on the orange list. Hi s other
hand's enpty, so he's going to have to reach into the bag. Sane with Nassir."
The nen on the escal ator stepped off at the bottom and wal ked toget her for

only a few paces toward Bartow s door before Hassan said, "I will neet you
later. | must sit with some friends," and changed course toward the middle
doors.

"Hassan's heading for Cade," said Bartow. "Looks like we get Nassir.
Evans, do it."

"Copy," said Evans as he and Pierce stepped from conceal nent behind a
table with a tall cardboard di splay and ran toward Nassir and Hassan.

Hassan broke into a run and reached under his baggy shirt as he approached
Cade's duty station. Cade drew his @ ock and prepared to take himdown if
necessary as he watched Pi erce approach Hassan fromthe side, but Pierce
| aunched hinmself to | and on Hassan and bore himcrushingly to the fl oor over
twenty feet from Cade's doors

Cade stayed in his doorway and | ooked to see how Bartow and Evans were
faring with Nassir as Pierce struggled with Hassan. They weren't faring well.

Evans had rushed Nassir, but Nassir had hopped into the air and ki cked him
in the face, then | anded facing Bartow and dropped flat, kicking at Bartow s
| eg.

There was a | oud, sickening snapping sound and then Nassir was on his feet
again and veering right for Cade with a MAC-11 autopi stol ainmed at him

Cade quickly backed deep into the doorway. Grinning as he rushed forward,
Nassir thought that Cade had pani cked and ducked inside the ballroom He was
W ong.

As soon as Cade was out of Nassir's line of sight, he knelt as |ow as
possi bl e next to the wall and ai ned upward at the space where Nassir seened
nmost likely to appear.

The instant Nassir's rushing form bl ocked the light fromthe | obby, Cade
fired twice so quickly the separate sounds of the shots were al npst
i ndi stingui shable, then he dropped his d ock and heaved hinself at the MAC 11
shoving it upward as he rose to his feet.

The ugly little machine pistol sprayed the ceiling of the alcove, firing
itself enpty as Nassir pitched forward. Cade heard crunchi ng sounds and felt
bones collapse in his grip as his fingers net his palmaround Nassir's thick
Wi st.

From somewhere in his mnd cane the thought, 'Well, damm. She was right.'
Cade continued his notion with Nassir's arm glancing to see that the
MAC s breech was open and showed no brass as he grabbed and opened a bal |l room

door to shove Nassir's gun hand through

Closing the door on Nassir's wist, Cade threw his wei ght against the door
hard enough to nearly close it conpletely, then yanked it open again to grab
Nassir's gun hand and haul his armand the MAC back into the al cove.

A few screeches and a "Holy shit!" greeted himfrom peopl e seated just
beyond the door, but he ignored themas he re-closed the door and ki cked the
door stops down. Picking up his G ock, he checked Nassir for signs of life.
There were none.

Both rounds fromthe G ock had entered bel ow Nassir's sternumonly a few
i nches apart. Only one had exited his back; the other nmust have hit enough
bone to stop it.

"Cade here," he said into his lapel mke. "Nassir's dead."

"Copy that," said Carter, stepping out of a maintenance room behind the
escal ators. "All clear. Help is on the way."

Wth their sirens and lights off, two anmbul ances pulled up outside the
| ower | obby street doors. Two pairs of nmedics rushed into the | obby and were
directed by Carter.

An injection quieted Hassan al nbst instantly as two of the nedics checked
out Bartow. Cade got out of Carter's way as she marched toward himwth a
caner a

She took a rapid-fire series of pictures of Nassir, zoomng in on the



MAC- 11, his wist, his face, and then circling his body once before she slung
the canera on her shoul der

Turning to the nmedics, she said, "Ckay, he's all yours," then she produced
a man's handkerchi ef from her jacket pocket and used it to pick up Nassir's
weapon. She noved to stand near Cade and | ook hi mover as the nedics hoisted
Nassir onto a gurney and pushed the gurney away.

"CGet any blood on you?" she asked.

Turning conmpl etely around for her exam nation, Cade said, "Don't think so.
He went down fast and hard."

As he turned back to face her, Carter said, "You |look clean enough to ne.
Let's get out of their way," and thumbed at the glass doors to the street.

Two guys with janitorial gear hurried across the | obby and began cl eani ng
up the blood in the doorway. As soon as they'd finished, another guy covered
the bullet holes in the archway ceiling with a | arge cardboard poster that
said, "Keep looking up!" and pictured a spaceship with a little green man
| eani ng out of the cockpit to smilingly wave at the reader

Bart ow and Evans had al ready been hel ped to the ambul ance and Royce and
Davi es had replaced them Carter tapped Cade's armto get his attention, then
poi nted at his now cl ean doorway. He nodded and stepped over to take his
position before the doors.

Cade said, "Sone people saw ne grab the MAC when | opened the door."

"W know," said Carter. "John's got sonmeone on them Are you okay, Cade?"

Wth a shrug, Cade said, "I could use a coffee.™

Noddi ng, Carter said, "Yeah, ne, too. Later, Cade. Good job," and turned
to head back to her canera room

Fifteen minutes or so |later, Cade heard the announcer hand out the prizes
for first, second, and third place. The other contestants were heartily
t hanked and given surprise consolation prizes in the formof twenty-dollar
dealer's roomgift certificates, then the band cranked up

Thr ough Cade's earpi ece came, "Open the doors now," and he ki cked the
stops back up on his doors, opened them and stood to one side of the al cove
as people left the ballroom

It was a short rush of people; some headed for the restroons or the
escal ators, but nost of those gathered in the ballroomremined seated because
the evening's entertai nment woul d continue until around m dnight.

Maybe ten mnutes |ater John nade his way to Cade through the swarm ng
peopl e and eyed the al cove for a noment before he said, "Both backpacks were
full of plastique. It didn't really matter which one got through.”

"Kinda figured that."

"Carter's people had caneras on the doors. |'ve seen what happened. Good
job, Cade."
Anot her damed ' good job'. Cade wi shed soneone would -- maybe just once --

say sonething original, or even just 'well done', but he nodded as he replied,
"Thanks. What now?"

"For you? Nothing, unless Dante or Carter have questions about what
happened. Head to the ops roomand file a report, then you're off duty. Sandy
will be along after they finish with the news people and conventi on photos."

"How d she do? Fourth? Fifth?"

Trying to l ook as if he hated to be the bearer of bad news, John said,
"Sixth, I think. Sorry. She just doesn't |ook enough |ike Sandy Shield. Wn
hersel f a consol ation prize, though."

Wth a grin, Cade said, "Big deal. That's like 'Everybody Gets A Ri bbon'
day at an el enentary school . "

Through his earpiece came Davis's, "John, Danvers needs a word with you."

Shruggi ng, John said, "Duty calls. See you later. Don't forget that report
bef ore you sign out for the night."

Cade nodded and took his earpiece off as he headed for the escal ators.
Stopping in the | obby for a free newspaper at the |uggage desk, he took out
his readi ng gl asses and scanned the news, then dug out the com cs as he waited
for an el evator.



On the fourth floor he took his glasses off, dropped the newspaper in his
room and headed for the ops room where he used one of the computers to fil
out a report form

As he was typing the |last of a general description of events as he'd

experi enced them -- and making a point of nentioning the door closing hard on
Nassir's wist -- he felt Sandy's presence nearby and | ooked up as she entered
the room

He waved and smiled, she waved and sniled, then Cade turned back to typing
and quickly finished the description and the report and printed copies for
signing. Sandy cane to stand by the desk

"So you type, too?" she asked, "How fast?"

"About sixty these days. John said you canme in sixth."

She sighed with nock regret and said, "Yeah, | just didn't |ook enough
like ne, | guess. Cose, but no cigar.”

As he signed the forms, Cade said, "Poor little you, mlady. May | buy you
a late dinner to ease your pain?"

"Cetting hungry again, huh?"

"Yup." Lowering his voice, he said, "I found out what you neant by
"stronger' a while ago."

Mat chi ng his near whisper, Sandy smilingly | eaned close and said, "Yes, |
know. I was watching you. Those doors are only made of wood, you know. "

Not particularly surprised that Sandy coul d see through things, Cade
nodded hi s understanding, finished signing the forms, and stood up to take
themto anot her desk

VWen they arrived in Cade's room Sandy headed for the fridge as she said,
"There were no Atlanta police in the | ower |obby, Cade. Not in uniformor
out."

Noddi ng, he said, "I noticed that, too."

Openi ng a soda, she asked, "Wy?"

Cade watched her sip the drink for a nonent as he deci ded how to handl e
her question, then said, "Likely because they were asked not to be there."

After neeting his gaze for a nmonment, Sandy said, "A man was shot. Killed.
Rightfully so, under the circunstances, but isn't that a matter for the |oca
cops?"

"I"'mnot going to worry about it, Sandy. If you feel that something' s not
right, you'll have to talk to John."

She shook her head and said, "No, what | nmeant was; howis it the Atlanta
cops weren't involved?"

Reaching for a soda of his own, Cade said, "Sandy, | think sone
| ong-standing rules are being bent. The terrorists are operating as snall
cells. They can scatter |ike cockroaches and pop up again anywhere, anytine,
wi th expl osives. We need nore and better info about them and | think Hassan's
going to tell whatever he knows before the |legal systemgets him"

"A secret interrogation?"

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Very likely. Drugs, not torture. They're quicker
nore effective, and they don't |eave marks."

"And you're okay with that?"

"In Hassan's case, yes. He was caught with a backpack full of plastic
expl osive in a downtown Atlanta hotel and he was trying to get into a crowded
ballroomto set it off. | flatly don't give a rat's ass how they get the info
out of him | also don't care whether the | egal systemgets himor not."

"What about Constitutional rights?"

Snorting a |l augh, Cade said, "He was going to blow hinmself up, nma'am His
rights woul d have ended anyway. This way we may find out where he got the
pl asti que, who funded the operation, who directed it, and nore. If we turn him

over to the | egal system before we question him we can only be sure we'll get
his | awer's name."
Sandy parked her butt against the fridge and said, "I see. So the

Constitution no | onger applies to all?"
"It should definitely apply to those who live by it. |I'm personally not



concerned about those who don't. The terrorists are all part of an insane
religious cult, Sandy. They think it's their right and duty to bl ow t hensel ves
up in crowds."

He paused to sip, then said, "As | see it, the Constitution is really only
capabl e of helping civilized people |live together in peace. Terrorists aren't
civilized, so we need a different rul ebook to deal with them preferably
bef ore they expl ode thensel ves in our shopping malls and schools." Gesturing
around the room he added, "Or our hotels."

"A lot of people would disagree with you, Ed. Not all Mislins are
terrorists.”

"I know that, and |I'm not suggesting that they are, but you don't see any
Jewi sh or Christian or atheist suicide bonbers, do you? Only Muslins. The
terrorists are hiding among their own kind, Sandy, and their 'own kind' aren't
bei ng very cooperative about turning themin. That neans that sone innocent

people will be unnecessarily suspected and investigated because they happen to
know -- or be related to -- the wong person. That'll happen no nmatter how
anyone feels about Constitutional rights. | think it's better to make an

apol ogy when necessary and risk a |lawsuit now and then than to have to send
condol ences to hundreds of famlies when sone Hassan or Nassir bl ows hinself
up at a convention."

Studyi ng him Sandy said, "lInteresting. As much as you two are alike, John
woul d have ended that with 'don't you agree?" "

"That's because John likes to hear people agree with him"

"And you don't?"

"Ch, sure, but | don't really care. | may tell you ny views, but whether
you agree with themis your business."
After another long | ook at Cade, Sandy said, "I see," and shifted off the

fridge as she asked, "Are you ready to do sonethi ng about di nner?"

Cade al so stood up and said, "G eat idea."

"WIl they let you have one of the agency cars?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Sure. No problem"”

"Good. | think it would | ook better if we visit several fast-food pl aces.
It'Il ook funny if we order enough food for a party, then don't have a party.
Especially if the food di sappears.™

"Good point. Chances are good that sonmeone woul d notice sonething |ike
that on this floor." He paused, then added, "They keep pretty close track of
the pool cars, too. Mght be better if we just rented sonmething. O flew"

Wth a wy grin, Sandy asked, "You want ne to fly you from one burger
stand to anot her?"

"No, ma'am We'd fly to where there are a bunch of them cl ose together
like at beltway exits along the Interstate. Then we'd wal k. No vehicle records
to worry about that way."

Sandy nodded. "Yeah. Ckay. Sounds good."

Chapt er Sevent een

Sandy didn't particularly like the man she'd net in Washi ngton, but the
Presi dent was the only one who could quietly approve a fairly large
cl andesti ne expenditure.

It was one thing to select and convert people, but it was quite another to
provi de them a base of operations, conmunications, training, equipnent, and
all the other |ogistical necessities.

He' d easily understood the urgency of getting the program underway, but
he'd bal ked when Sandy -- well aware that their conversation was |ikely being
recorded -- avoi ded discussion of her method of converting regular people to
super peopl e.

Leani ng back in his chair, he'd asked, "Wy can't we just convert one of
our Ranger units, ma'an? Wuldn't that be a lot sinpler and faster than
hand- pi cking and having to train every single... what do we call then?
Convertees?"



"C ose enough," said Sandy. "Not everybody can be converted. Sone people
simply aren't suitable for the process.”

"You're saying it won't work on everybody?"

To avoid saying that she sinmply wouldn't accept everybody, Sandy said,
"Some of the money would go to pre-conversion eval uations. Training would eat
nost of the rest of it."

"What kind of training?"

"I magi ne that you instantly became ten times as strong as you'd ever been
Coul d you i medi ately shake hands with someone? Hold a child? Could you take a
step and not leap fifty feet? Could you even hold a coffee cup w thout
breaking it? It takes tine and training to adjust safely."

Their discussion had | asted al nost an hour, at the end of which tinme he'd

prom sed her five mllion and the use of a decomi ssioned underground missile
facility in Nevada

"I'f your program shows pronmise in six nonths," he said, "You'll get nore
money. |'mbasically giving you this first five nmillion for all you've done
since you' ve been here."

Five mllion. It was a quarter of what she'd asked for and al nost exactly
what she'd expect ed.

Concealing a grin, Sandy grimaced slightly, sighed, and said, "Well, if
it's the best you can do..."

The man held up a hand and said, "I"msorry, but it is. For now, anyway.
Gve me results that | can show the other party when they start interrogating
me about why | gave you noney, ma'am We'l|l take it fromthere when the tine
cones. "

Thi nki ng about the nmeeting as she flew back to Atlanta, Sandy had to admit
that he'd been a bit nore reasonabl e than she'd antici pat ed.

The neeting had been a test of sorts, of course, for both participants.
She'd made it known through John's NI A offices that she'd wanted a private
word with the President.

Known to be sonet hing of a Bible-thunper who didn't really approve of
Sandy's costume or the fact that she professed no interest in religion at all
t he President had nonethel ess nmanaged to clear an hour for her on a few day's
notice and he'd listened to her pitch

In Sandy's opinion, that had proven himat |east to be tractable and
reasonabl e enough to work with, even if he wasn't really very |ikeable.

Sandy had been able to appear in the Oval Ofice less than ten m nutes
after the President's secretary had called John. That had inpressed the living
hell out of the President, but he'd carefully avoided letting her know that.

She'd sinmply flown into the Wiite House as sonmeone had used a service
entrance. It had been that sinple. Exterior sensors had sounded an
"approachi ng object' alert, but Sandy had been over the fence and across the
grounds before the sensors had understood what they were seeing.

O her sensors within the building had al so detected her, but far too late
to be of any use in stopping her. Sandy had flown to the doors of the Oval
O fice and knocked firmy as she'd said hello to his personal secretary.

The secretary had seen Sandy seem ngly appear out of nowhere to float to a
stop in front of the doors, then she'd felt a blast of breeze from Sandy's
passage down the corridor

Security personnel scranbled to surround Sandy al nmost instantly. They ran
toward her in the hall and two popped out of hidden passageways, guns drawn
and faces stern. One even yelled, "Freeze!"

"I have an appointnent," said Sandy, then she turned to the secretary and
asked, "Wuld you tell the President that Sandy Shield is here? He's expecting
ne."

Only one man -- a nale secretary -- asked why Sandy hadn't presented
herself at the front gate. The other four nen and two wonen present were wth
the Secret Service, and they already knew the answer. One of themrather
brusquely told the secretary to get back to work

The guy pouted a bit as he left, then he asked the same question of the



President's secretary in a hurt tone.

She gave hima roll of her eyes and said, "Think about it, dummy. She
want s sonething or she wouldn't be here at all. This was just a grand entrance
to |l et POTUS know she's nobody to take lightly or mess with in the slightest
way. "

Stiffening at her words, the guy stal ked away muttering, "She's not even a
US. citizen. I'll bet she doesn't even have a goddamed green card."

Per haps two mi nutes passed before the electronic |locks built into the
doors of the Oval O fice snapped off and the President opened the doors to
greet Sandy with a handshake.

"Sorry about all the fuss," he said. "Come on in, na'am"

Yes, he'd put on a show of being pl easant enough, but his cal mhad been an
act right up until their very last noment together, and his gaze had too often
been focused on her upper anatony instead of her eyes during their
conver sati on.

Sandy | anded on the hotel roof and changed, then slipped into the hotel
and went to her room where she ordered a triple steak dinner to feed Cade's
conversion before she checked in with John about the | ook-alike contest.

As she waited for John to finish a conversation, she heard three of the
ot her agents di scussing the previous day's events and Ed Cade's nane cane up

"That cop Avery was stunned," said one guy. "He actually used the word
"stunned'. He said Cade popped that guy twi ce before he could get his gun out.
Said he only barely had his own gun out when the guy went through the w ndow. "

The wonman snickered and said, "I'll bet he was gonna yell 'freeze!' or
something like that. He'd have been dead neat."

"Yeah, but some hindsight-quarterbacks with the PD are asking if Cade shot
before he'd validated his target."

"No- fucki ng-way, " said the woman. "Cade's never called it bad yet and he
had over twenty kills on the books before he retired. If he'd screwed up even
once, some political buttnmonkey would have been all over it in a flash."

"Twenty kills?" thought Sandy. She turned to face the woman and asked,
"Twenty kills? How many arrests?"

The three agents blinked at her for a nonment, then the wonan | ooked at one
of the guys and asked, "Two, is it? The kids he busted for car theft in Mam
si X years ago?"

Noddi ng, the guy said, "Yeah. Sounds right. |'ve never heard of any
others."

"Car theft?" asked Sandy, "Was he working with the police?"

The woman shook her head.

"No, he just happened to wal k out of a building while two kids were trying
to jack a Mercedes. One of thempulled a knife on him so he showed themthe
antique .45 he carried when he wasn't on duty and turned themover to the
cops."

"I see. So he's never taken any prisoners when he's been doi ng agency
wor k?"

The guy shrugged and said, "If he has, |'ve never heard about them"

"Wait a minute, Jerry," said the woman, "I think she's getting the wong
i dea, here. Ma'am Cade's no 'Dirty Harry'; he just seems to have an absol ute
knack for being right where the shit hits the fan. To the best of ny
know edge, he's never had a really decent opportunity to take a prisoner, you
know what | mean? Wen it goes down, you do what you have to and hope you're
maki ng t he best decision."

"Still... You really think that not one of those twenty kills could have
been arrested instead?"

"Maybe," said the guy, "If they'd have run out of ammo or volunteered to
stop shooting. In the only case | know about personally -- | was there -- the

guy went down shooting at us with an AK. Didn't stop firing until he ran the
clip dry. By then Cade had returned fire and put four rounds in him It was a
cl ean shoot, ma'am The guy died pulling the trigger. As far as | know, al
his kills have been like that. Nasty to the end."



"One thing, ma'am" said the wonman, "Cade doesn't shoot to wound or
i ncapacitate. If he shoots at all, he shoots to kill. That's what sonme of the
flak's been about in his records, but the fact is, we all do the sane thing.
This outfit doesn't deal with nuggers and burglars. W npstly get the diehards
and psychos. At our end of things, if you pop a guy in the leg and yell 'drop
the gun', chances are real good he'll kill you when he goes down shooting."

The guy besi de her chuckled and said, "Cade's just been in a |lot of wong
pl aces at wong tines. Like Cindy said, he always had a real talent for that."

Sandy chatted with them about some of the things they'd been through to
try to get a perspective on Cade's agency performance, but by the tine she'd
been called into John's anteroom office, she'd begun to have sonme m sgivi ngs
about having converted Cade.

It had occurred to Sandy to wonder how Cade woul d handl e bei ng converted
wi t hout consultation, but not for long. He seened to be exactly the kind of
man Sandy wanted on her team capable, determ ned, outside the reaches of
political parties and religions, and able to both teach and | earn

He was a little long in the tooth, but that didn't seemto nake any
di fference concerning his effectiveness. And -- his profession as an arned
spook aside -- he seenmed a warm giving person, not just another of those 'l
amny job' -types.

Cade' s reacti on when she dropped by his room seenmed to validate all her
i medi ate gut feelings about him He'd sinply grabbed his gear and said that
‘on-the-job is the worst possible time to have to |l earn new tricks'.

Sandy had al nost | aughed at that. Alnost. He was right, of course, but she
didn't have the luxury of tine. As soon as the convention job ended, she had
to return to Las Vegas.

But still... Twenty kills and no arrests? Had she read himwong, despite
her training and genetic predispositions?

After signing in for the | ook-alike contest, she'd been led to a dressing
roomw th the twenty-six other women and had put on the rather crude replica
of her costune. Wen all the wonen had been paraded past the audi ence and
judges, they waited in the wings for the results.

That's where she was when she saw John suddenly head for the doors.
Looki ng through the walls, she saw agent Pierce holding a man down and agents
Evans and Bartow on the floor as a nman hurtled toward Cade with a weapon.

Sandy al nost abandoned the contest to go to his aid, but the situation
unfol ded too quickly. In a bit |less than eight seconds the attacker was
unconsci ous and dying fast and Cade was again on his feet, talking into his
| apel nike

VWen Carter picked up the attacker's weapon and asked if Cade was okay, he
shruggingly replied that he could use a coffee. WAas that just a bit of bravado
for Carter?

For several |ong-seening monents nore Sandy wat ched Cade after he'd
resumed his post in front of the doors. He showed no outward signs of
aftermath anxiety; his heartbeat and respiration returned to normal inside
three mnutes as he stood calmy in a | oose parade-rest stance.

Had she been mi staken about him after all? Had his soft side only been a
facade for her benefit? John appeared and di sm ssed Cade, who headed for the
escal ators as John returned to the ballroom

Sandy's contest alias -- Jane Blaise -- was softly called by the woman
encee, who was working froma list. She said that there would be photo
opportunities after the show with a | ocal nodeling agency for any who w shed
to participate. Prizes were awarded and the contest ended, then Sandy and nost
of the others were | ed of fstage.

At the photo booth, Sandy/Jane grinningly explained that her participation
had been a spur-of-the-nonment thing brought about by the offer of a costune
for the occasion. She said that she had no interest in nodeling and signed
"Jane Blaise' on a release formfor pictures taken during the contest.

John was waiting for her as she left the dressing room

"Only sixth place, huh?" he asked with a grin. "Too bad. You really do



sort of look Ilike her, you know. "

She returned his grin with, "So they tell ne." d ancing around to see
t here was nobody near, she asked, "Can you spare a minute? It's about Cade."

Stiffening slightly, John asked, "Cade? \Wat about hinP"

"How wel I do you know hi nf"

G ving her a studious |ook, John said, "W go back a | ong way, Sandy. The
seventies in Europe. The Cold War. He was with a different agency back then
So was |, for that matter..."

"That's the job, John. How well do you really know hi nP"

"Well, I'd trust himwith ny Iife or anyone else's. Does that answer your
guesti on?"

Wth a trace of hesitation, Sandy said, "Alnost. Wat do you think of his
ability to recover alnpst instantly after sonething |like what just happened?
Do you think that's normal ?"

John stopped and | eaned back against the wall, his arms crossed and a
t hought ful 1 ook on his face.

"It is for Cade," he said. "Wiy all the questions, Sandy? Has he done
anything or said anything to you that..?"

Shaki ng her head, Sandy hurriedly said, "No, nothing Iike that. He's been
a perfect gentleman around me. To ne. No problens there. But | watched him
kill that man in the | obby, John. A few minutes later his system was
conpletely back to normal, as if nothing had happened. "

Ginning, John said, "Ch, | wouldn't say that..."

"I would," she cut in. "H s heartbeat was seventy-six. Respiration nornmal.
How? Wy ?"

Wth a sense of being pinned |like a bug, John answered, "That's just Cade,
Sandy. Always has been, as far as | know. Years ago | asked himthe sane
guestions you're asking me. He told ne that it's as if sonmeone el se takes over
for alittle while. The psychs call it disassociation."

At Sandy's peering gaze, John's arms uncrossed in a gesture of protest and
he said, "Don't get me wong. Cade's not crazy, Sandy. He's fifty-three, for
God' s sake. If he was going to go nuts he'd have done it before now Jesus,
you ought to hear some of the things he's been through.™

"Great idea, John. Wen can | see his records?"

John's eyes got somewhat |arger as he said, "Uh, well..."

Sandy put a finger on his chest that felt like a steel rod and said, "No.
Don't say 'uh, well'. Just say when | can see them"

Gat hering hinsel f agai nst her inposing presence, John said, "Sandy, before
| say '"when', | have to ask 'why'."

Letting her finger drop fromhis chest, Sandy said, "I wanted himfor ny
project. | was going to talk to you about it, but now | have sonme doubts about
him"

"Uh, isn't he kind of old for what you have in m nd?"

Thumbi ng toward the | obby, she asked, "You can ask that after what
happened out there? That guy was half Cade's age." She shrugged and added,
"Besides, he calls hinmself sem -retired and he joined this op without a second
t hought, didn't he? Do you really think he'd turn me down?"

Wth a wy grin and a sigh, John shook his head.

"No. There's not a chance in hell of that, once you tell himwhat it's

about. Ckay. You'll see his records."
n W]en?ll
"I's now good? He'll be filling out reports in the ops room so we can use

t he conputer in my room"™

Sandy nodded and said, "Thanks, John. | wouldn't ask if | didn't need to
know. "

They headed up to the fourth floor and John pulled up Cade's records on
his conputer.

"This isn't everything," he said, "But it ought to be enough for now |If
you aren't satisfied with these, you can see his conplete file on Monday."

Sandy t hanked hi m and began readi ng as John |lay down with a danp towel



over his face and dozed. Fifteen mnutes |later Sandy slid her chair back and
stood up. John pulled the towel off his face and | ooked at her

"Wl | ?" he asked.

"You never nentioned that he'd been a mercenary, John."

"You didn't ask." Indicating the conputer with a nod, he asked, "How do
you feel about himafter reading all that?"

@ ancing at the conputer screen, she said, "I'Il still want to see his
full file on Monday. There are a |ot of variables.”
“I'f you'll swing by the office, I'll arrange it."

John started to get up, but Sandy raised a hand and said, "No, stay put.
can find the door. Thanks, John."

"Only for you, ma'am" he said, putting the towel back over his eyes as he
chuckl ed and repeated, "Only for you."

Chapt er Ei ght een

I nstead of using Sandy's roof entrance to the hotel, she and Cade wal ked
down the vehicle reception ranp to the street, then continued wal ki ng south
until Sandy said, "All clear."

W appi ng an arm around Cade, she leaped into the air. Mnutes later they
touched down beside a fast food restaurant which was surrounded by severa
simlar restaurants.

After buying half a dozen super-burgers, they sat at one of the
pl astic-unbrellaed tables and dug into the food. Sandy spoke as she unw apped
her second burger.

"Ed, your records indicate that you've made twenty-four kills and no
arrests while you' ve been with the NTA. "

He met her gaze and said, "I wondered why you were so quiet, mlady. That
many, huh? Damm. Does that include the |ast two?"

Her gaze narrowed a bit as she asked, "Do you have a good expl anation for
not taking any prisoners?"

Speaki ng around sone burger, Cade said, "Nothing that isn't in ny records.
Basically, ma'am they just woul dn't cooperate. They never gave nme the chance
to arrest them"

"You' re sure about that?"

He nodded. "Any of them could have put their weapons down, but they
didn't. Wiere are you going with this? Having second t houghts about converting
ne?"

Maybe Sandy's mild surprise showed in her face. Cade's eyebrow went up as
he si pped his Dr Pepper

Noddi ng, she said, "I had sone reservations, yes."

Cade shook his head and said, "Nope. Not 'had'. You have some real, live
doubts. You're thinking maybe you' ve converted the wong guy."

Fi ni shing his third burger, Cade sipped his drink again and said, "I don't

happen to think so, of course. Speaking of conversions, what's nmy max going to
be?"

Sandy swal | owed her | ast mout hful of burger and said, "Your max wll
depend on how well your system converts. |If you're average, you'll be able to
lift about six tons by Friday."

Staring at her briefly, Cade said, "Well, dam. That's a bunch. How much
can you lift, Sandy?"

"That's a bunch?!' thought Sandy with a flash of anger, 'Is any of this
really reaching this guy?

"A hell of alot nore than that!" she snapped, then she sighed and said,
"Ch, hell. Sorry. You just don't seemto be taking any of this too seriously,
Ed."

Maki ng a stern, sonber face, Cade said, "If it would help, | could fake it
for you. See?"

When her irritation seemed to increase rather than decrease, Cade al so
si ghed and asked, "ls it reversible?"



"WIl it be bad for me in any way?"

"No. Exactly the opposite."

"Can | possibly envision at this nmoment what it'll be Iike?"

"Well... no, not really. You may think you can..."

Rai sing his hand, he interrupted her

"No, | can't. You tossed a Crown Vic around. One car, about a ton. | saw
you do it, so okay, | believe it. But ne lifting six cars? It isn't that |
don't believe you, Sandy, it's just that the feeling of power like that just
isn'"t there for me yet, and it won't be 'till |'ve done sonmething to nmake it
feel real.’

Si pping his drink, he added, "But what's really got you tweaked is ny kil

sheet." Cade shrugged. "Can't change those nunmbers. Can't undo the conversion
either. Seens to ne that if | turn out to be a big mstake, you'll have to
kill nme rather than let ne run loose in the world. Fair enough, nma'am Are you

ready to go see what they have next door?"

For a |l ong nonent, Sandy sinply stared at him then she swng her |egs
frombeneath the table and stood up. Cade did the sane and they wal ked around
t he hedges between the restaurants to another chain burger joint.

"There's a Mexican restaurant the other way," said Sandy.

"That's why | didn't go that way. You like Mexican food?"

"I just mentioned it, Ed. It's there, that's all."

"Yeah, and it can damed well stay there. | wasn't hungry enough to eat
can food when | woke up today."

Sandy sni ckered and asked, "You really don't |ike Mexican food, huh?"
"No, ma'am | really don't. The stuff's a health hazard."

"It won't be a problemfor you after the conversion."

"Great, but I still won't want any."

At the end of the hedges a loud rustling sounded as a guy in his twenties
junped in front of themand said, "G nme your noney," as he aimed a stiletto
at them

Cade opened his jacket and put his hand on his d ock as he said, "You
don't get to keep the knife. Drop it, then get lost."

"You aren't going to arrest hinP" asked Sandy.

The guy had spread his arns and |leaned as if to put the knife on the
ground. He suddenly | eaned the other direction and took off running. Cade ran
after him caught up with himal st instantly, and grabbed his knife arm

Bones snapped and crushed in his grip. The guy screamed and the knife fel
fromhis hand to the pavenent as he stared at Cade in shock and agony.

"Damm it," nuttered Cade, "That's the second tine... You. Get the fuck out
of here. Now. "

The guy seened about to faint as his gaze fell to his crushed forearm
Cade raised his voice a bit. "Now "

Wthout a word, the guy slowly backed away, then slipped into the hedges
bet ween the restaurants, disappearing into the darkness beyond.

Sandy wal ked up as Cade picked up the knife.

Mex

"It happened again," he said. "I mashed the holy shit out of his arm™

"So | noticed. Look on the bright side; at least you didn't kill him
ri ght?"

@ ancing at her, Cade said, "I didn't arrest him either. \Wat does a

doubl e negative do to my ratio?"

Gving hima droll |ook, Sandy said, "Very funny. Ha, ha."

Cade stopped at the restaurant's dunpster and snapped the knife's blade in
alid hinge, then tossed the broken parts in the dunpster as he said, "About a

week, right? Then I'Il be as strong as |'mgoing to be and | can start
| earning how to handl e things so they don't break?"
"You could start now," said Sandy. "It's just a matter of conditioning and

alittle thought before action." She thunbed at the restaurant they'd just
left and said, "For instance, you didn't squash your cheeseburger. Nor your
drink cup."



As Cade opened and held the restaurant door for her, he said, "Hn Good
points. GQuess | just need a little practice.”

The paper-hatted clerk manni ng the counter seened kind of nervous as Sandy
and Cade approached.

"Uh... was that guy trying to rob you?"

Looki ng above the guy at the nenu on the wall, Sandy said, "W'IlIl have six
nunber fours with everything. Fries with each.”

She then | ooked at the clerk, who took the hint, nodded, and asked what
they wanted to drink with their meals.

They again took their food outside to a patio table, and as they sat down,
Sandy asked, "Aren't you curious about why the conversion nakes you so
hungry?"

Chuckl ing, Cade said, "Sure, but I'mnore curious about howlong I'Il be
this hungry. This could get expensive."

Smiling around sonme french fries, Sandy said, "The first few days are the

worst, and by the end of the week you'll have other options. For exanple,
you'll be able to draw power fromheat, light, and electricity as well as
food. "

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Cool. | never did |like cooking."

Sandy | aughed. "John said you live on canned soup, coffee, and m crowave
neal s. "

"Yup. That and raw veggi es as snhacks. | hit the buffet at a steakhouse a
couple of tines a week, too. You're saying I'll be able to recharge on house
current ?"

"I"d recoomend two-twenty current. It's faster

"No problem | can rig something for the dryer outlet."

Swal | owi ng sonme fries, Sandy said, "Yeah, that should work. You'll need
about a fifty-anp breaker."

"How | ong does it take to recharge?"

"It varies. Fifteen minutes to an hour."

They ate in silence for some nmonents, then Cade asked, "How | ong in direct
sunl i ght ?"

Ginni ng, Sandy asked, "Wth or without a shirt?"

Returni ng her grin, Cade said, "Say wthout."

"Five hours or so. Maybe a bit |onger. You won't have to worry about

sunburn, so get naked. You'll cut your recharging tine in half."
Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Reason enough to become a beach bum |
guess. Nah. I'"'mtoo old for a career change."

Cocki ng her head as she | ooked at him Sandy asked, "Do you really believe
t hat ?"

Her tone got Cade's attention. She was up to sonething.

"No, not really,"” he said. "If I was, | wouldn't have started
W ccaWwrks.comor witten over a dozen books. | figured you had sone reason
for converting me, but not wanting me to |l et John know about it. Wat's on
your mnd, mlady?"

Pausing -- probably for effect, Cade thought -- Sandy said, "I'mputting
toget her a special response team | was kind of hoping you' d volunteer to help
train people.”

Taki ng another bite of burger and creating a pause of his own, Cade said
t houghtfully, "Unh, huh. 'Volunteer', indeed. You were going to wait unti
after I'd finished converting and had changed so much that ny old life
woul dn't be enough, but your doubts about nme made us reach this point a little
earlier than you had in mnd. Wo's coming at us and what's the setup?”

"What rmade you ask that? 'Who's com ng at us'?"

Wth a shrug, Cade said, "Just figures, as | see it. You may only be
assenbling a teamto help with natural disasters and work with cops and
firemen, but 1'd have to doubt that. If you were, you' d be shopping for cops
and firemen; people with that kind of training, who' d know the limtations of
t he equi pnent and peopl e invol ved. Instead, you drafted ne."

"Drafted you? Volunteerismisn't mandatory, you know "



"How | ong woul d my conversion be a secret if | turn you down, ma'an? \Wen
woul d all the government agencies and anybody el se who figured to hire a
super - bodyguard or whatever stop knocking on my door?"

"You think 1'd tell anyone you'd been converted?"

"John, maybe. O maybe I'd slip up and do something super in public.
Doesn't matter how the info gets out; it will. The conbi ned m ght of an arny
m ght not be enough to take you down, but I'mnot going to be quite that
powerful, am]l?"

"Well, no, but..."

"But 1'mgoing to be powerful enough to make the authorities nervous as
hel | about having nme around, right?"

Meeting his gaze, Sandy nodded slightly. "Yes."

"So unless |'munder soneone's supervision -- sonmeone stronger than me and
whom t hey believe they can control, even if only because she wants their
cooperation -- | may never have another dammed day of peace or privacy. That's

the way their little m nds work."

After a noment, Sandy asked, "You're pretty angry with me, aren't you,
Ed?"

He shook his head. "No. No point. In this case, done is done, right or
wrong. How soon will you need ne?"

Sandy's gaze narrowed questioningly. "Don't you want to know a little nore
about what..."

Cade began bagging their trash and said, "Sure. Let's check out the next
restaurant. You can tell ne all about it while we eat. Got a schedule to
nmeet ?"

"Uh, well, sort of. The President offered me the use of an obsolete
m ssil e base and sone nmoney to fix it up."”

"Hm Renote, nostly underground facilities. You' re going to convert sone
wonen, too, aren't you?"

Sonewhat guardedly, Sandy asked, "Wy do you ask?"

Ginning at her, Cade said, "You're tal king about converting a bunch of
people, ma'am It seens to me that 1'll probably be too dangerous for
unconverted wormen by Wednesday or so, and I'mthinking it would be nice if |
had some variety, too."

Standi ng up and pitching the fast food bag at a trashcan about thirty feet
away, he added, "Besides, it just wouldn't be fair otherwi se, would it? And
you'll be spending federal noney, so sonmebody'd sue you for discrimnation in
a heartbeat."

CGetting to her feet, Sandy said, "You can be pretty irritating at tinmes,
Cade. You know that, don't you?"

He shrugged. "Yeah, |'ve been told that."

Wth a wicked grin, she said, "Wl | good. Then maybe you can figure out
why | suddenly have a craving for Mexican food."

Cade shrugged again. "Hey, you're a big girl with your own noney, na'am
If you want Mexi can food, then by God, it's your right to eat the nasty stuff.
"Il be at the fish 'n chips place across the way. Just gime a holler when

you're ready to nove on and be sure to brush your teeth real well later
okay?"

"What ?! You aren't comng with nme?"

Doi ng his best to | ook puzzled, Cade said, "Well, | thought that's what |

said. Yeah. I"'mpretty sure that's what | said."
Rai sing her voice slightly to a strident tone, Sandy asked, "How would you
like to wal k back to the hotel, Ed?"

"The ol dest routine in the book. 'If you don't cooperate, honey, you'l
have to wal k hone'. Tacky. Very tacky. |I'd never pull sonething like that on a
date. Besides, it's only about twelve mles. | can call a cab or take a MARTA
trainif I don't feel like walking."

"The what? What the hell's a MARTA train?"
"It's a buck-fifty to go all over Atlanta unless it's gone up since |ast
year. There's a station a quarter-mle west of here, so no sweat. Still want



Mexi can food?"

Standi ng straight, Sandy gloweringly said, "Yes. | do."

Cade said, "Then by all means go for it. W can neet up later," and
started wal king toward the fish place.

There was a breeze and Sandy suddenly appeared in front of him her hands
on her hips and an angry glint in her eyes.

"Yes?" asked Cade.

In an ominous tone, she stated, "I'mnot accustomed to being abandoned
during a date."

"You aren't being abandoned. We can neet up in a little while and..."

"That's not acceptable."

"Then pick another restaurant toni ght and eat Mexican food when you're out
with sonmeone el se.”

"I's that what this is about? Me converting other nmen?"

"Hell, no. It's about Mexican food. |I told you how ! felt about it, and
now you seemto want to get some just to give me a hard tine. That's what
isn't acceptable, |ady."

"Don't you realize howit would ook if we split up?"

Si ghi ng, Cade asked, "Like we had an argunent? Like one of us flatly won't
eat Mexican food? Li ke sonebody isn't getting her way in things? Like one of
us is trying to establish the beginnings of control over the other? And I'm
not tal king about nme, by the way."

He gestured around and said, "I don't give a rat's ass what anyone way the
hel | out here thinks about a couple of tourists and you aren't some poor
def ensel ess prom queen. |If you really want Mexican food, go get sone. If it
doesn't really matter, let's go to the fish 'n chips place."

Chapt er Ni neteen

Sandy cocked her head and | ooked at Cade for a noment, then asked in a way
t hat sounded nore like a discovery, "You really aren't trying to manipul ate
me, are you?"

"Nope. You're Sandy Shield, the woman who can juggle cars and shrug off
bi g- assed expl osions. You don't need ne or any man to escort you to a taco
factory. Or anywhere else.”

"What if | sinply asked you politely to cone with ne?"

"Then you'd be trying to manipulate me at this point in things. Sane
answer. Sane reasons."

"You're only leaving me with the choice of going to the Mexican restaurant
or going with you. Isn't that manipul ati on?"

"No, that's just self defense. There's a third option. You can just do
what you want and not worry about whether anybody's getting the upper hand or
how t hi ngs | ook to the natives."

After another nonent of regarding him Sandy chuckled and said, "The funny
thing is; tal king about Mexican food made nme think about it. Now | really do
want sone."

Wth a short sigh and a nod, she said, "Chhkaay. 1'll find you in alittle
while," and headed for the Mexican pl ace.

Cade watched her go for a nonent, then began wal king toward the street. As
he reached the other side of the highway, a blue, |ate-nodel car full of
peopl e crui sed past, abruptly made a U-turn, and headed back

It screeched to a stop a few feet from Cade and all the doors opened at
once as six young nen of various colors got out and spread out to surround
hi m

The guy who'd lost his knife to Cade earlier was among them Hi s forearm
was bound tightly with a sports wap bandage and he tried not to nove it nuch.

"That's not good enough," said Cade, pointing at the elastic bandagi ng.
"You'll need a cast."

The injured guy said, "Watch out. He's got a gun."

"Fuck his gun," said the apparent |eader of the mob, anbling up to Cade.



"He won't try nothin' 'cuz he know they ain't no way he can take us all."

The guy's left hand renmai ned behind hi mas he approached. Watever he held
was heavy enough to make the nuscles of his forearmstand out. Likely a gun

Cade said, "Five guys and a scared cripple. Could be you need a little
nore hel p."

One guy | aughed and another one sinply glared at Cade as the others hung
back a bit and waited for their |eader's conmands.

"Qoo00, he be a bad-ass!" cackled the | augher

The | eader showed his | eft hand, which he'd been keepi ng behind his back
In it was a black Taurus 92F aut opi st ol

He pointed his pistol at Cade and said, "Okay, badass. Check this out. Mih
man Lol o, there, he only had a pissy little knife a while ago. Watchoo gonna
do about this?"

Cade said nothing and let the guy blather on with his ghetto bravado as he
ai med the gun at Cade's head and pull ed the hammer back for enphasis. The guys
behi nd Cade noved well to either side, apparently on general principles.

Letting his eyes follow the nmuzzle of the gun, Cade sinply stood still and
wai ted. Sure enough, when he didn't get a response, the guy assunmed that Cade
had changed his nind about being brave and stepped up to put the nmuzzle of the
weapon to Cade's right tenple.

"Wel |l ?!'" he scream ngly denmanded as he reached for Cade's d ock, "I axed
you a question, nufucka! Watchoo gonna do?! Huh?! Huh?!"

Feinting toward the Gock with his left hand to distract the guy's
attention, Cade ducked slightly and swatted the Taurus upward with his right
hand as he turned his feinting left into a jab at the guy's eyes. G abbing the
guy's gun hand, he twisted it downward and back so the Taurus pointed at the
guy's chest.

"Bye-bye," said Cade, putting his index finger over the guy's trigger
finger and forcing it to nove.

The gun barked and the guy jerked, then sagged backwards in opennout hed
shock, clutching his chest. He I anded hard on his left hip and when his el bow
hit the pavenment, the gun fired once into the air above the parking |ot.

Cade had drawn his G ock fromits holster. He stepped back and indicated
that the nen to his right and |l eft should nove back toward the car, then he
and they watched as the guy on the ground gasped and |l et go of the gun to use
both hands to clutch his chest. Hi s eyes closed and his breathing was ragged.

One of the others suddenly junped into the car's driver's seat, but Cade
pointed his dock at the guy's face and said, "No, not yet. Get back out
here.”

Once the guy was again standing by the car, Cade indicated the guy on the
ground and suggested that they take their trash with them After another
stunned nmoment, two of them noved toward the man on the ground.

Cade stepped over to put a foot on the guy's gun and said, "This stays. He
doesn't need it anynore."

Wt hout argument, they stuffed their |eader into the back seat of the car
and sped away. Cade put his gun away as Sandy seem ngly flashed into existence
in front of him

Looki ng at her, he asked, "Change your m nd about fish?"

"I heard a shot as | entered the restaurant. | saw what happened, Ed."

"I'f you heard a shot before you | ooked, you didn't see why it happened.
The guy put a gun to my head. That gun."

Cade nmoved his foot and took out one of his paper towel hankies to pick up

t he gun.

"Who were they?"

"Friends of the guy we disarned. Look, I'mstill kind of hungry and the
cops will probably show up soon. Unless you want to spend the next few hours
talking to them you'll get us out of here.™

"Us? You're the one who was involved in the fight."
"It was never a fight, and if | have to deal with the cops over that
asshol e, you've wasted ny conversion. |'ll just keep doing what |'ve been



doing with the same people.”

Gving hima flat gaze, Sandy said, "Wll, maybe that's for the best, if
your opinion of civil authority is that |low "

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Yeah, okay. Later, Sandy," and started wal ki ng toward
a phone ki osk at a nearby gas station

"Where the hell do you think you're going?"

Pausi ng, Cade said, "If you want to know that, you can take nme there or
come with nme."

"What are you going to do with that gun?"

Shoving the gun into his belt, he said, "Same answer," then started
wal ki ng agai n.

He heard her nutter something just before her arns slid under his from
behi nd and she lifted himinto the night sky.

"Now tell ne where the hell you were going," she said.

"Ckay," said Cade, shifting in her grip for some confort under his arns.
"Back to the hotel ."

"What about the gun?"

"Turn it in. Dunp it sonewhere. Doesn't nmatter."

Sandy | anded t hem behi nd a nearby building and stepped in front of himto
hol d out her hand.

"Gve me the gun, E."

Cade dropped the clip and cl eared the chanmber, caught the ejected round,
and handed the gun to her, which she tossed on the concrete pavenent.

Twi n beans | anced from her eyes and the gun glowed a dull red al nost
instantly. Flames and acrid snoke billowed out of it as the lubricants and
pl astics burned away, and suddenly the gun's outline glowed yellow then
al nrost white before it coll apsed and becane a bright puddle.

The puddl e spread itself |like water on the concrete, then solidified
qui ckly after she turned off her heat vision

"Sandy," said Cade, staring at the snoking puddle, "That was truly
i npressive. WIIl | be able to do that?"

I gnoring his question, Sandy said, "Now the bullets,” again hol di ng out
her hand.

Thunmbi ng the | oose round into the top of the nmagazi ne, Cade dropped the
mag in his jacket pocket as he said, "No point in wasting anmp. Carter uses a
nine mllinmeter. So do sone of the others."

They heard sirens approaching and saw red and blue lights flashingly
reflect off the sides of buildings at the end of the alleyway as two cop cars
sped past the entrance.

Bef ore Cade could ask, "So, do | wal k honme or not?" Sandy had slung an arm
around him pulled himsnugly to her, and | aunched upward.

She remai ned only barely subsonic during their flight to their hotel's
roof. At |esser speeds, Cade m ght have enjoyed bei ng hugged to her like that,
but he'd had to struggle to pull his jacket up enough to cover his head
agai nst the shrieking, blasting wind of their passage through the air.

VWen they | anded, it becanme obvious that the jacket had borne the brunt of
that flight, having beconme considerably frayed -- al nbst shredded -- at edges
t hat had been exposed to the w nd.

Quickly retrieving her purse from sone hi dden | ocati on near the roof door
Sandy yanked the door open and | eaped down the flight of stairs to the hotel's
top fl oor.

Cade quickly put a foot in front of the closing roof door and foll owed her
as she let herself out of the stairwell below She was standing by the
el evator doors as he exited the stairwell.

As he approached her, Sandy said, "We'll talk later."

St oppi ng besi de her, Cade asked, "Wy? You planning to feel differently
about things |ater?"

d ancing sharply at him she said flatly, "No, but I want to give us both
tine to cool down a bit."

"Ah," Cade said with an understanding nod. "Right."



They waited in silence for the elevator and rode it to the fourth floor
When t he doors opened, Sandy instantly strode out and headed for their room

Cade anbl ed out and headed the same direction, but he angled toward the
ops room as Sandy used her keycard. She watched himtake off his jacket, drape
it over his arm and knock on the ops room door, then saw the door open for
hi m before she let herself into their room

As soon as she'd closed the door, Sandy adjusted her vision and hearing
and wat ched Cade head for the coffee pot in the ops room

He asked, "Anybody here using nine nillineter amop?" and a brunette wonan
with her feet propped on the witing desk raised a hand.
"I am \Wy?"

Cade reached in his pocket for the nmagazine and tossed it to her as he
sai d, "Happy birthday, Beth."

She caught it and exam ned it, then asked, "Where'd you get this, Cade?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "I haven't used nine mllimeter for years. No need
to hang onto it if you can use it."

That seenmed to be answer enough for Beth. She nodded and said, "Thanks,"
t hen dropped the nagazine in her purse on the desk and asked, "Were's Sandy?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Dunno. In the room | think."

Peering at him Beth asked, "Aren't you two getting al ong?"

Wth a small sigh, Cade said, "No, not really. That's why | dropped in
here for coffee.”

"Want to tal k about it?"

"No. She's tense about some things that don't mean shit to me, that's all.
Remenmber when | wouldn't go with Conni e when she switched our Perlman tickets
for that Barbara Streisand thing without telling ne?"

"Yeah. She was max pissed at you, Cade."

Parking his butt against the desk, Cade sipped his coffee and said, "Wll,
this is the sane kind of thing and | didn't cooperate tonight, either. Is the
| ost and found in here?"

"You | ose sonet hi ng?"

Turning up the bottom seam of his jacket, Cade said, "Nope. Just want to
swap jackets. This one's gotten kind of ratty at the edges."

"Try the closet, left side. Have you had di nner yet?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "I could probably eat sonething."

"Then pick a clean one. Sonething fairly nice, so you can take me to
di nner tonight."

Ginning slightly, Cade said, "You' re a pushy woman, Beth."

Returning his grin, Beth asked, "You gonna do it or not?"

Laughi ng, Cade asked, "Are you kidding? You're half ny age and you're
beautiful. Hell, yes, I'mgonna do it. | just wanted you to know you're a
pushy wonman, that's all."

As Cade headed for the closet, Beth |owered her feet to the floor and
said, "Crap, Cade. I'mthirty-six and I'mnever the woman nen notice first in
any room"

Checki ng out a green wi ndbreaker, Cade said, "That's just your own,
personal , heavily biased opinion, ma'am How nmany times have you caught ne
eyebal li ng your | egs?"

That made the only other person in the room-- Tony -- blurt a | augh and
say, "He's got you there, Beth."
"Ch, bull, Tony. He eyeballs every wonan's |egs."

"So? W all do. Can't help it." He let his eyes roamher figure for a
nmonent, then added, "But only if they're worth it, Beth, and yours are
definitely worth it."

"Hey!" Cade snapped in nock anger, "Watch it, dude. You guys work in the
same office. You can put the make on her anytine, but tonight she's ny date.”
Putting on the jacket and adjusting the fit, he said, "See, Beth? An unbi ased
second opinion, offered without the slightest hint of duress.”

Beth snorted and said, "Unbiased. Sure. He's a man. Like he said, 'Can't
help it'."



"Finish the quote," said Cade, ""Only if they're worth it'. Need to make
any stops before we go?"

She shook her head as she slung her purse on her shoul der and said, "No.
I"mstarving. | haven't eaten since breakfast."

Opening the door for her, Cade asked, "So |I'mjust sone poor, susceptible
schmuck you're tapping for a meal, huh?"

Wth a sigh and a roll of her eyes, Beth said, "Ch, Jesus. If you've got
any objections, nows the time, Cade."

He paused to | ook thoughtful for a nmonent, then said, "Yeah, one. No
Mexi can food," and pulled the door shut.

Across the corridor, Sandy had watched and |istened as Cade had | ed Beth
into tacitly accepting -- or at |east acknow edging -- a personal conplinent.

She realized that Beth was a wonan who felt a need to try to be 'one of
t he guys' when on duty, and she understood well the kinds of barriers such
worren mai nt ai ned agai nst anything that mnmight somehow dent that image.

Sandy al so realized that Cade hadn't been in any particular need of a
di nner date. He could have sinmply swapped jackets and headed downstairs al one
to contend with his hunger.

As Beth and Cade waited for an el evator, Sandy studied Beth; her posture,
her figure, her vitals. Heartbeat and respiration were up slightly. Beth was
somewhat nervous, switching her weight fromleg to |l eg, but that nay have been
because she'd been on them all day.

She surreptitiously checked the Iay of her clothing, tapped her earrings,
and touched her hair to make sure it was in place, then glanced at Cade, who
said, "Relax. You |look fine, Beth."

Leani ng on the doorframe, Sandy continued to watch them Yes, Beth
definitely had things other than dinner in mnd. Qut of all the other men on
the teams, she'd decided to consider Cade, but when? Before or after he'd
cal l ed her beautiful ?

He was only in his first day of conversion, so if he was very careful..

It seened unlikely that he'd be careless with Beth, especially with two ot her
i nadvertent injuries fresh in his mnd

Cade's vital signs were normal, as usual. Did he realize at all that he'd
been sel ected for nore than dinner? Sandy snorted and wyly wondered if the
likely prospect of getting laid | ater would cause hi many nore excitenent than
shoot i ng peopl e.

Probably not, she decided. He seenmed to deal with things as they happened.
One of them woul d steer the conversation and a suggestion would surface. Wuld
it be Beth or Cade? Or would it be Beth, specifically because Cade had built
up her confidence enough to ask himup to her roonf?

Sandy stopped with a sense of startlenment and examined that |ast bit of
specul ation for a nmonent. Were the hell had that cone fron? Was she just
projecting her own thoughts about how he should proceed or did she really
think that's what Cade woul d do?

Shaki ng her head at herself, Sandy turned fromthe door and went to the
fridge for a canned drink, then sat on the edge of the bed and lay back to
stare at the ceiling.

Yes, that was very likely what he'd do if Beth didn't seemable to drop
her guard and let himin on her owmn. He'd find reasons to conplinent her and
make her realize the truth of themuntil she decided absol utely about beddi ng
hi m

And then, Sandy realized, he'd likely suggest a coed shower and do to Beth
what he'd done to her. He'd likely do it to her again in bed, then slide
hi nsel f upward into position and..

The can of soda in Sandy's hand abruptly crunpled and her drink seenmed to
splatter everywhere. Uttering a nasty word, Sandy went to the bathroom for a
towel to clean up the ness.

She wasn't angry at Cade. H s conversion wasn't far enough al ong; he
wasn't capable of making love to her like that yet. Sandy was just angry with
herself for allow ng her imagination to cause a wet accident on the bed.



Taki ng of f her danp dress and washing it in the bathroom sink, Sandy
gently wung it out and hung it in the tiny closet space, then she dried it
with her heat vision.

VWen the drying was finished, she lay back on the bed again and sighed at
the evening as a whole. A few mnutes |later she reached for the TV renpte and
scanned the channels for something interesting, but it was only nine-thirty
and she wasn't really in the nobod to watch TV.

Cicking off the TV, Sandy set the renmpbte on the night table and headed
for the shower, realizing as she caught herself marching that she was angry
with Cade, after all, and even nore so because he was very likely to get laid
toni ght .

She changed course toward the desk, took her uniformout of her purse, and
put it on, then slipped her N A-issue cell phone and the keycard into her
right boot-top and | et herself out of the room

Fl ashing down the hall to the stairwell, she flew to the roof and used the
keycard to bl ock the door |ock while she fetched the flattened can from where
she'd dropped it earlier

Swappi ng the can for the card, she tucked the card back into her boot and
| aunched skyward. |f anything cane up, John could reach her on the cell and
she wasn't about to sit in that roomall night.

Chapter Twenty

The hotel restaurant was cl osed when Beth and Cade arrived in the | obby,

but the bar and | ounge area was still open. Their nenu at that hour was rather
uni mpressi ve, and Cade politely said so.
"Well, sir," said the lone waiter, "There are still a few places open on

Peachtree Street," and he named three.

Cade t hanked himand he and Beth headed for the doors. As they passed the
big gl ass wi ndows by the |luggage check-in desk, Cade very deliberately all owed
Beth to see his reflection eyeing her reflection's runp and | egs.

Pretendi ng to have been caught in the act, he said, "Sorry. | wasn't
ki ddi ng about your |egs, you know. "

Bet h gave him an al oof, arched-eyebrow | ook, but she said nothing and
wor ked hard to conceal a grin as they continued out the doors to the street.

At the same bar and grill where he'd shot pool with Sandy, they ordered
burger baskets and beer. Beth was nore than a little surprised when he ordered
two baskets with extra fries.

"Ww, " she said, "And | thought | was hungry."

"I was going to order three, but | didn't want you to think I was sone
kind of a pig."

She thought he was joking, of course. Their conversation ranged over the
events of the previous two days, then she asked questi ons about Sandy, none of
whi ch he coul d answer.

Wth some incredulity, Beth said, "For sonmeone who's bunking with her you
don't know a hel luva | ot about her."

"Nope. Q@uess not."

"What do you know about her?"

"Not much. Haven't needed to. Besides, she's just crashing with me to
avoi d being pestered. |'d rather know about you, Beth. How d you get into this
busi ness?"

Shruggi ng, Beth said, "I was a Del aware cop who never got out of the
office. I was bored shitless and goi ng nowhere. The N A said they could use
me, so | sw tched over."

"Seens to ne | first saw you in -- what? -- 1993?7"

She nodded. "Right after we busted that colonel at the Watergate in
March. "

"You were inpersonating an Air Force captain and | said sonething about
being a sucker for a woman in uniform If | recall correctly, you rolled your
eyes and sighed at ne."



“I'd heard that line thirty times by then."
Doing his best to | ook hurt, Cade said, "Hey, it wasn't a line. Put on a

uni formsonetime and try nme. I'Il fall all over you, ma'am Putty in your
hands, and all that."
As their food arrived, she snickered and said, "Sure, |I'll do that

someday. Pass the salt and pepper.”

They chatted some nore as they ate, and when her food was gone, she began
filching his french fries as they tal ked. Cade pushed the burgerl ess basket
toward her and reached for the second burger

"Mnd if | order another one?" he asked.

In sonme startlenment, Beth asked, "You got a tapeworm or sonething?"

"Nope. Just hungry tonight for some reason."

Shruggi ng, she said, "Go for it."

After the third burger and fries, Cade felt as if he'd make it through the
night without quite starving. Beth had occasionally stared at himas he'd put
away the third basket of food, but she'd only remarked that he mi ght want to
see a doctor sonetime about his appetite.

It occurred to Cade that he'd nade no elininations of solid or liquid
wast e since he'd nibbled on Sandy. That pretty nmuch had to nean that anything
he ate or drank was being used fairly conpletely by the conversion process.

He wondered if he could take that to nean that any nass would do in a
pinch. If so, a phone book would do as well as a steak dinner as a nidnight
snack. He put that thought on the shelf as he realized water would do, too,
and nobody'd miss any anobunt of water he could possibly drink

"Beth," he said, "How come you were free to nake nme take you to di nner
t oni ght ?"

"Make you? | didn't make you... Oh. You want to know why | don't have a
boyfri end, huh?"

"Yup. May | speak freely?"

"Uh... Ckay, | guess so."

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Ckay, then, 1'Il run with it. Regardl ess what you may
t hi nk of yourself, nmost nmen see you as a fine | ooking woman..."

"You' ve deci ded that based on your opinion and what Tony said upstairs?”

"No, and don't run yourself down around me, okay? He was right and you
know it. Men glance at every woman, but they only really eyeball the best
ones. You've got great legs and a fine figure and you don't even cone close to
qualifying as plain or ugly. So, unless you' re a closet |eshian, why is there
no man in your life?"

Bef ore she coul d answer, he raised a hand and added, "And if you are a
| esbian, that's sonething I don't need to know about while we're both working
for the governnent."

G ving himan anused | ook, Beth asked, "If | were a | eshian, would that
bot her you?"

Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Not even a little bit. A couple of ny
friends back in Florida are | esbians and we get along just fine. They make
stuff for my online store and use ne as an escort now and then."

Beth blinked at him and asked, "An escort?"

"Yeah. One works for a conpany that throws those damed 'one bi g happy
fam ly' enpl oyee parties. W go as a group and | pretend to be her boyfriend."

Wth a chuckle, Beth said, "That nust be interesting."

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "W usually nake an appearance, circulate a bit so
she can say she attended, and | eave unless there's a reason not to. W also
babysit each others' cats."

"You have cats?"

"Yup. Three."

"I thought men preferred dogs."

"Not this one. Don't like sports, either, if that's where you're going
next."

She nodded and said, "Yeah. | was. No football, huh?"

"Nope. No team sports. Boring. Remenber how you said | could speak



freely?"
Beth's reply sounded rather cautious as she said, "Yes."

"How freely?"

Still sounding cautious, she said, "'Freely' neans freely."

Si ppi ng his beer, Cade regarded her for a nonent, then said, "I could
pretend and play games, but it's getting late. I'd very nuch like to come back
to your roomwith you, Beth. 1'd very much like to make love with you."

After a few monents of mneeting his gaze, Beth asked, "Wat about Sandy?"

"She nmoved to nmy roomto avoid dealing with too many people after she went
public."

Anot her few nmonents passed before Beth nodded and quietly asked, "You
aren't into anything kinky, are you?"

Wth a small grin, Cade asked, "Wuld kissing ny way up your |egs be
ki nky? Whul d inhaling the scent of you while |I kiss your shoul ders be ki nky?"

Beth pinked a bit and bit her lip, then said, "No."

"Woul d pl easuring you with my tongue be ki nky?"

Her pink deepened to a near-red, but she said, "No. O course not.

"How about .. ."

Putting her beer down firmy, Beth said, "I get your point," then she
pi cked up her beer again and nearly drained it.

"Want anot her beer?" asked Cade. "Want to give things a little nore
t hought ?"

"Are you trying to talk ne out of it now?"

Shaki ng his head, Cade poured some of his beer in her glass and said, "Oh,
no, ma'am Definitely not. | just thought another beer mght be in order
bef ore you pounce on ne."

Her eyes got big in startlenent.

"Me pounce on you?"

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Yeah. | was kind of hoping you would, you know. It's
al ways nice to feel appreciated.”

Beth sni ckered and si pped her beer. The bartender had seen Cade share his
beer and | ooked inquiringly toward their table. Cade nodded. Two fresh beers
arrived shortly.

"Anot her one of these," said Beth, "And | nmay do nore than pounce on you,
Cade. "

"Suits ne, ma'am Could you wait until after 1've |icked you sensel ess,
though? 1'd really enjoy nmaking you..."

"Cade!" she hissed, glancing at the bartender

Sharing her gl ance, he nodded knowi ngly and said, "Ah. Yes, of course,
ma'am Mustn't enbarrass the natives."

"Screw the natives! W nustn't enbarrass ne!"

Leani ng forward, she whispered sharply, "And you won't tell anybody,
right? By God, if you do, I'I1l..."

"No need for threats, ma'am | don't kiss and tell. O lick and tell.
o..."

"Cade, dammit!"

Rai sing a hand in polite protest, he said, "Yes'm 1'l|l shut up now. No
need to get all fuzzed up and rowdy. Yet. I'Il try to make it worth your while

| ater, though."
Beth | ooked at the ceiling and let out a soft, exasperated, "Ah, hell!l"
t hen grabbed her new beer and finished it.
"Enough of this," she said, setting the glass firmy on the table. "Let's

go now. "

Draining his own beer, Cade said, "Yes'm As you say. By your conmand,
m | ady. "

He stood up and went to pay the bill, then held the door for Beth and

followed her to the sidewal k. Yup. She had real nice legs and it was going to
be a true pleasure to...

"You're doing it again," said Beth, w thout turning around.

"What's that, mlady?"



"Staring at ny legs."

"Ch. Yup. Sure was. Just planning ny route north."

That made her turn to face him "Your what?"

"My route north. | intend to nenorize you, Beth. |I'mgonna taste you from
your ankl es up. Hope you don't nind."

She came to stand a few inches fromhimand quietly said, "After all this
talk, you'd better be worth it, mster.”

"Money back guarantee, ma'am |'Il be doing nmy best down there. And
everywhere el se, too, of course.”

"And you won't tell a soul? Not anybody? Ever?"

"Nope. This is strictly between you and ne."

Beth held his gaze for a | ong nmonent, then nodded and started t hem wal ki ng
back to the hotel

"Ckay, then," she said, "I'Il go in first and | eave the door open for you.
You'll follownme a few minutes later."

"Better synchronize our watches, huh?"

Her gl ance was narrow. "Just do what | tell you, okay?"

"Yes'm You got it. Going into sneaky nmode now. "

She said sonet hing nasty and sl apped his arm

"OM Okay! Sneaky node |ater, then. No pain stuff, |ady."

Beth started giggling, then had to stop and | ean on the wall as her
giggles turned into | aughter. A cop car slowed and | ooked as if it would stop
near them but Beth | aughed even harder as she shook her head and waved them
on.

The passenger side cop | ooked at Cade and asked, "Have you peopl e been
drinkin'? Wat's so funny?"

"She just realized sonething, | think."

"What ?"

"Well, I"'mnot exactly sure. It's business related, | think."

Noddi ng, the cop waved the driver on as he said, "Uh, huh. Well, it's

late, so hold the noise down, okay?"

"Sure. No problem™

Beth suffered another spate of |aughter as the cops drove away. Cade went
to stand by her and waited for the laughter to abate, thinking she nust have
been strung pretty tight to be so thoroughly anmused by so little.

She | evered herself off the wall and began wal ki ng agai n as she caught her
br eat h.

"You okay?" asked Cade.

"Fine. You were right. | realized sonething."

He waited as she took a breath and seened to collect herself a bit.

"Cade, were you trying to make ne | augh?"

"Nope. Not really. | was just trying to make you feel a little nore
confortabl e about draggi ng me back to your cave."

"I'"'mnot draggi ng you anywhere. You conned ne."

Hand over his heart, Cade said, "Never. Not me. No way. Nuh-uh."

"Bul I shit."
“I'f I don't agree with you, will | still get laid, ma'anP"
"Of course you will. I want laid and you've got the duty."

"Ah. Well, then, okay. | conned you. Just a little, though."

"Just enough."

"Ch. Yes. O course. Just enough, then. Yes, na'am"™

She smacked his armand said, "Stop that."

"Yes, ma'am"

"That, too."

"Yes, ma... Ckay. You caught ne. Now what ?"

"Now you'd better be the best lay I've ever had, that's all."

"No problem |'mvery notivated, ma'am Are you still worried about
getting caught having a | egal good tine?"

Beth stopped just outside the hotel doors and said, "No. Well, not I|ike
was. | see no reason to advertise our business, but | also see no reason that



| can't have you."

Gving her a small salute, Cade said, "Roger that, milady. W' re both
adults and we're on separate teans."

"Exactly right."

"You betcha." Indicating the doors, he asked, "Ready?"

Leading the way, Beth said, "Ready. Let's do it."

Pointing at the bar, Cade asked, "Want a another couple of beers for
| ater?"

Beth | ooked toward the bar and said, "You get sone beer. See if they have
any white wi ne coolers."

"Ckay. Wy don't you go on up and take a few minutes for yourself before
get there? I'Il tap on the door when | conme in. Good?"

Noddi ng, Beth said, "Yeah. Good. Don't be all night," and turned to go. A
few steps later, she turned and said, "Thanks," w thout explaining why before
getting underway again.

Thanks for the | aughs? Thanks for setting her up to get |aid? Thanks for
all owi ng her sone tine to herself, or for letting her go on ahead so they
woul dn't be seen entering her roomtogether? Mx and match the answers?

VWhatever. Didn't matter. The idea was to nmake Beth happy while making
hi nsel f happy.

A sense of being watched caused Cade to rub the goosebunps off his arns.
Soneone fromone of the teans? As likely as not; sonetines they were ordered
to foll ow each other around just to keep skills sharp. Cade drank a beer at
the bar and stalled ten minutes, then foll owed Beth upstairs.

The fourth floor hallway | ooked clear, but that didn't nean anything. It
was highly unlikely that Carter hadn't installed sone security cans in their
floor's hallway.

Cade felt Sandy's presence in his roomas he passed it, anbling al ong
until he reached Beth's door, which he shoul dered open on his way into the
tiny hallway beyond.

Cl osing the door, he tapped on it as he'd said he woul d and Beth answer ed,
"In here, Ed."

He found her sitting in the chair by the desk, flipping channels until she
found an old novie. She turned the sound up a bit and turned to face him

"Your white wine, nilady," he said as he set the bottles on the desk and
opened one for her. "I'll get you a glass.”

Putting a hand on his arm she said, "No. Don't bother," and stood up
After kissing himsoundly, she turned around and said, "Unzip ne, please."

He did so, then hel ped her slither out of her dress. As she went to hang
it up, he opened a beer and | eaned on the desk to watch her. Eyeing her tal
formfromthe ankles up, his eyes met hers and she sniled. N ce. Very nice,

i ndeed.
"Cade," said Beth with a short |augh, "You |look Iike a kid on Christmas

nor ni ng. "
"That's because you | ook |ike an unw apped present." Going to her, he took
Beth in his arns and said, "In fact, you look delicious. Mnd if | have a

taste now?"

Kissing her, he let his fingers trail down the backs of her arms and
finished the notion with a reach for her bra strap. Beth gi ggl ed when he
i cked her shoul der, then nibbled. As her bra cane | oose, she bit her lip and
wai ted for his reaction.

I nhaling the scent of her hair, he whispered, "Chhh, yes. You taste great,
ma' am You snell great. You | ook great and you feel great. |I'mreally going to
enj oy nibbling on you."

St eppi ng back, Cade used a finger to pull the bra free of her and hung it
on one of the hangers as he | eaned to kiss her shoul der again.

Leadi ng her back to the desk, Cade handed Beth her open wi ne and openly
admred her as she took a long sip of it. She started to snicker again and
choked a little on the wine. Sone few drops of it trickled down her chest.

"Hm " said Cade, "Cuess we'd better wash that off, huh?"



Smilingly nodding, Beth took another sip as Cade stripped off his clothes
and set themon the desk chair. The hackles on the back of his neck were up
and a light coating of goose bunps formed on his arnms as a response to a
strong sense of being watched, and not just by Beth.

As he draped his pants so that nothing would fall out of the pockets, he
gl anced around the room and wondered whether his instincts were being
triggered by a hidden camera. If so, screw'em He'd order eight by ten
gl ossi es unl ess Beth had any objections.

Shoul d he nention anything to Beth? No point. They were both naked. They'd
been drinking and snmooching. If they were being filned, it was too late to
gi ve a damm about it.

Then he realized that the watcher m ght be Sandy. After all, she'd watched
himdeal with Nassir. And if she was watchi ng? Same answer. Too late to
matter. He | ooked toward his roomas he sipped his beer

On general principles, he nodded slightly as an acknow edgement and ti pped
the bottle to her, then sipped again and rubbed his forearnms to quell the
goosebunps. Setting his beer down, he rubbed his neck, as well, then noved to
acconpany Beth to the shower. A few nonents |ater, his sense of being watched
wi nked of f abruptly.

Sandy had returned to the roomafter an hour or so of unsettled boredom
al oft. She'd heard the door to Beth's room open and had gl anced that way
t hrough the walls. Seeing Beth alone had puzzled her, and she'd scanned the
hotel for Cade.

Fi nding hi m standing at the bar drinking a beer puzzled her further. Had
somet hi ng gone wrong? Sandy gl anced toward Beth's roomto see if she appeared
upset at all and saw Beth hurrying about, tidying up the room A few nonents
later, Beth swilled some nout hwash and checked her face and hair in the
bat hroom mirror.

Hmm Not the actions of a despondent woman.

Looki ng back down at Cade, Sandy saw the bartender put sonme bottles in a
bag and hand the bag to him then saw Cade head for the el evators.

Uh, huh.

As far as Sandy knew, Cade wasn't that fond of booze. Unl ess she was
nm st aken and he was bringing the drinks to her, he and Beth were going to
party.

A few nminutes later, Sandy heard Cade's al nost inaudibl e footsteps
approaching in the corridor. He wasn't sneaking; the sounds of his striding
steps were no different than usual

She watched himglide past their door and on to Beth's door, then open it
and enter, after which he used a knuckle to tap softly on the door. Beth
answered, "In here, Ed."

The way Beth ki ssed Cade after he delivered the wine |Iet Sandy know that
there were definitely no difficulties between them She watched a few nonents
| onger, nostly just to see how Cade woul d proceed.

In a rather gentlemanly manner he soon had Beth down to her panties and
was renmoving his own clothes by the desk when sonethi ng about his demeanor
changed in sone barely perceptible manner

Cade straightened up, turned slightly to face Sandy's direction and sipped
his beer, then he nodded slightly and tipped his bottle toward her. Sipping
agai n, he rubbed his forearns before rubbing the back of his neck as he set
the bottle on the desk and wal ked with Beth to the shower.

Sandy sat down in her desk chair in opennmouthed amazenent. Cade knew! He
actual ly knew she was watching him But how? And did he really know, or was he
just assuming..? But he'd | ooked right at her. Not toward the bed area or
anywhere else. Straight at her. Just a |ucky guess?

Sonehow Sandy didn't think so. Switching her vision to normal, she |ay
back on the bed to think and fell asleep sonetime before Cade let hinself into
the room

Al t hough he nmoved as quietly as ever, Sandy cane awake and watched him



t hrough the darkness. Alnost as if he, too, could see in the dark, he went to
t he desk, stripped, and headed for the bathroom where he didn't turn on the
light until he'd closed the door

Hm Considerate of him anyway.

After a quick shower and the use of his toothbrush, Cade padded across the
roomto the bed, slipped under the sheets, and went to sleep al nbst as soon as
his head hit the pill ow

Chapter Twenty-one

Cade snapped awake Sunday norning for no good reason that he could
i magi ne. The phone wasn't ringing, nobody was knocking on his door, and the TV
was of f.

He sat up and gl anced around the room and saw no Sandy, but her |uggage
was still by the desk. Hi s travel alarmclock -- set not to go off at all --
read al nost eight o' clock on the nose. Hm Wat the hell had wakened hin?

Feel i ng ravenously hungry, Cade visited the bat hroom and drank severa
gl asses of water to fill the void. That took the edge off his hunger as he
cl eaned up and dressed, then headed for the restaurant for breakfast.

As he left his room he saw Ray Lewis enter the ops room across the hal
and headed that way to see about some wake-up coffee and a general situation
report. Tony answered the ops door and let himin, and as Cade entered the
room he saw Beth by the coffee pot.

Beth | ooked up fromstirring her cup and saw him She paled slightly and
bit her Iip. Awnv, hell. Was she having norning-after recrimnations or was she
just worried that he'd say sonething about |ast night?

Wth a smle, Cade said, "Leave ne sonme of that stuff, lady," as he
approached. He snagged a cup and filled it, then tossed in a few snall ice
cubes fromthe nearby ice bucket.

To the room as a whol e, he asked, "Anybody seen Sandy?"

Tony said that she'd gone to breakfast wi th John

"Breakfast," said Cade, taking a donut fromthe tray by the coffee pot,
"Yeah. My next stop." Turning to Beth, he asked, "You had breakfast yet? If
you aren't on duty this norning, we can snag a free paper at the |uggage
check-in and read the funnies over pancakes."

Beth seened to consider the offer, then said, "Sure. | haven't eaten yet,
either. Gve me a mnute to check ny nmessages,"” and headed for her desk.

Cade parked his runp on the corner of somebody's desk and sipped his
cof fee as he snarfed anot her donut and waited for her. Beth's hands were
trenbling a little, he noted. Well, he'd reassure her that he wouldn't tel
anyone. That was about all he could do, really.

VWen she stood up again, Beth nmade a production of searching her purse and
the top of her desk, then went to Cade and said, "I need to get something from
my roomon the way," before she led the way to the door

Cade topped off his coffee and snagged anot her couple of donuts before
followi ng her. Both donuts and the coffee were gone before he caught up with
her a few doors down the corridor. He used his jeans to dust the sugar off his
hand and fol |l owed her into her room

As soon as the door had closed, Beth spun to face himand asked in an
angry tone, "Wat the hell did you tell Sandy about |ast night? About us?"

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Nothing. She was already in bed when | got back to
the room She was gone when | woke up this norning. W haven't tal ked at al
since just before | gave you that 9mm anmo | ast night."

Qovi ously not convinced, Beth said, "Wen she cane into the ops room a
whi | e ago, she had to wait for John. She chose to do her waiting by nmy desk,
Ed."

Wth a chuckle, he said, "WIll gee, ma'am that does sound pretty om nous.
You were probably the only other worman in the room Beth, and..."

"She just sat there and stared at ne," Beth interrupted, "Just sat there
and stared at me for about five full seconds before she gave me one of those



fakey smles and said ' Good norning, Beth. Did you sleep well?'"

Agai n shruggi ng, Cade said, "I didn't tell her a dammed thing, Beth. I
swear it."

As she again studied his face for signs of perjury, Cade asked, "Um .. and
did you? Sleep well, | mean?"

Beth's eyes narrowed to gunsight slits. She grow ingly snapped, "Yes, as a
matter of fact, | did."

Ginni ng, Cade asked, "Was it because you were dead tired or because you
had a great time?" As she opened her nouth to respond in what |ooked like a
snappy manner, Cade raised a finger and pronpted, "Honest answer only,
pl ease. "

Smol dering a bit, Beth sighed and answered in a rather grudging tone,
"Yes. | had a good tinme, Ed. Is that what you want to hear?"

"Of course that's what | want to hear. Don't you think I was busting ny
ass to please you last night? You sure seened to think so at the tinme, ma'am
especially when I..."

"Never m nd when," snapped Beth. "Yes, dammit, | had a good time. A great
time, in fact. Now, what about Sandy?"

"\What about her? She's got no right or reason to say anything about who
play with. O who you play with. Are you sure you're not just having sone
norni ng-after regrets, Beth? Is that what this is all about? O are you
worried I'lIl brag around the office?"

“"No! | nean... No. No regrets. And you said you woul dn't say anyt hing,
right?" She stepped forward until she was al nost nose-to-nose with Cade and
repeated insistently, "R ght?"

Cade took Beth in his arms and said, "Beth, | promise. Not a word to
anyone. And | haven't said anything to Sandy or anyone else,” and then he
ki ssed her.

Beth stiffened for a noment, then gradually responded to his kiss. Cade
used a finger to sweep a few wi sps of her hair out of her face, then let the
finger continue down behind her ear and along the line of her throat to her
exposed shoul der.

Leaning slightly, he kissed her shoulder and trailed his lips up Beth's
throat to her jaw, then kissed his way back to her lips as he again held her
cl ose.

When the kiss ended, he said softly, "You aren't on duty this norning.
Let's go back to bed. Breakfast can wait. In fact, you can be ny breakfast.
Wul d you like that, ma' anP"

Beth's lips were slightly swollen, her face and shoul ders were turning
pi nki sh, and her pul se was pounding slightly. She | ooked al nost ready to say
"yes', but still a bit hesitant.

"Beth," he said, "This job ends today. It could be a long tinme before we

get a chance to play again. | really want another taste of you before you go.
Do you know t hat feeling?"
She nodded slowy before she softly replied, "Yes. | knowthat feeling."

Ki ssing her again, Cade asked, "Well? Are you going to let ne please you
at |l east once nore before you escape? Like last night? Can the pancakes maybe
wait a little while?"

Sni ckering softly, Beth smilingly nodded and said, "Yeah. The pancakes can
wait," and pulled himinto a kiss.

After the third time Cade had hel ped Beth clinb her personal nountain to
its summit, she lay linmp and wi nded on the bed for sone noments, then she
drowsily asked Cade to get her a glass of water. He kissed lips, then her
breast, and then her thigh as he slid past her off the bed and stood up

Sal uting her, he said, "Yes, ma'am One water com ng up,” and headed for
t he bat hroom where he quickly drank several glasses hinself before taking
hers to her.

Bet h seened barely awake enough to drink half the water, then she handed
himthe glass and let her armfall to the bed as she sighed deeply.



“I"'mgonna take a nap," she said, alnost slurring the words. "You?"

Cade's stomach runmbled at him pronpting himto say, "Can't. |'m starving.
How about | cone back in an hour or so? Think you'll be up to another round by
t hen?"

G ggling softly, Beth nodded and said, "Sure. Maybe by then. Take ny
keycard. If |I'm asl eep when you get back, just get into bed and snuggle up."

Leaning to kiss her, Cade said, "Alady with a plan. | like that. Yes'm
["Il clinb in and snuggle.™
Beth gi ggled again, pulled the covers up, and nunbled, "I feel so

i ncredi bly, absolutely used..."

"Excellent," said Cade, putting his pants on, "That's exactly what | was
shooting for, mlady."

Laughing softly, Beth adjusted her pillow and said, "It felt like you were
shooting ne. Fromthe inside. W have these roonms all day, Ed. | have to catch
a nine o' clock flight, so hurry back. W aren't through yet."

“I'"1l bring you sonething fromthe restaurant."

Noddi ng, she said, "Thanks. Doesn't matter what it is. God, | haven't felt
like this in ages..."

He ki ssed her again and trailed his fingers down her blanketed formto her
knees, picked up the keycard, and buttoned his shirt on the way to the door

Cade stepped out of Beth's roomfeeling as if he hadn't eaten in days.
Instead of waiting for an elevator, he took the stairs down two flights and
entered the con suite to see what was on the buffet.

The bl ack guy who seenmed to be in charge of the con suite every year saw
hi m comi ng and waved from behind a serving table as he picked up a large
alumnumtray that still held half a dozen sliced sandw ches.

"Hi, guy!" said Cade. "Still wearing red, huh? Don't you know that's an
unl ucky color in Starfleet?"

"No sweat. Ever notice how they never send the cooks on away teans?
Cruci al bridge personnel, nedics, scientists, security types, and even famly
menbers and practically any-damed-body el se who wants to go, but never the
cooks. "

G i nni ngly shaking his hand, Cade said, "Good point, indeed. Seens to ne,
t hough, that anybody that val uable oughta be wearing gold and have the keys to
the ship."

The guy | aughed, "Dammed right, but it'll never happen.”

Cade reached for a sandwi ch, but the guy noved the tray away and said,
"Nah, these have been out there all norning, man. They're stale as hell. I'm
supposed to pull them™

"CGot any nore behind the bar?"

"Not yet. In an hour or so it'll be time to set out the |unch snacki es,

t hough. Can you hold on that |ong?"

"No," Cade said firmy, reaching for the tray again and getting a grip on
it. "Stale is fine; I'mstarving. I'lIl bring you the tray in a few m nutes. It
won't |eave this room"

Sounding a bit like JimCarey, the guy raised his hands clear and said,
"Well, all righty, then."

"Fanks," Cade said around sone ham and cheese.

"No problem | thought they fed you guys. O paid you enough to afford
food, anyway."

Swal | owi ng the | ast of the first sandw ch, Cade said, "Special
circunstances," and started on the next sandw ch.

Soneone reaching for potato chips nudged his armand the tray tilted
sharply. Cade righted it quickly enough to keep the sandw ches aboard, but
there was a loud 'wunk' sort of noise and the black guy's eyes got big as he
| ooked at the tray.

Cade's gaze followed his and he thought, 'Ch, shit,' as he saw that his
t hunb had heavily dented the edge of the heavy alum numtray, squashing the
ridge around it flat and warping the netal for several inches.

"Un Sorry," said Cade



He stacked the renmining sandwi ches on a napkin and turned the tray over
to push the danaged area flat, then handed the tray across the table, gathered
up the sandw ches, and said, "Sorry. Really," and turned to go.

"Hey," said the black guy, "Wit."

Turning to face him Cade indicated the tray and asked, "Wuld ten bucks
cover it?"

"I buy 'emused. Seven would do it, but that's not..." He waited unti
anot her tabl e-grazer noved away and continued, "How d you do that? | ran over
one of these trays with my truck once and didn't much nore than scratch it a
little."

Setting the sandwi ches down, Cade fished ten bucks out of his noney clip,
laid it on the tray, and said, "I've had a real workout this norning. That's
why |'m so hungry. Thanks again," and headed for the door with the sandw ches,
detouring to the drink dispenser for a cup of Dr Pepper

One of the sandwi ches di sappeared on the way back to the stairwell. The
rest vanished in only a few mnutes as Cade sat on the third fl oor |anding and
consi dered what he'd just done to the heavy alum numtray with his thunb.

Damm. Sandy hadn't been exaggerating at all. He considered his time with
Bet h and shuddered. One wong nove... one unrealizing squeeze while he'd
been... Ch, hell.

He'd been wong when he'd said to Sandy that he expected to be dangerous
to wonen in a week or so. But she hadn't corrected his estimate. Because
they' d been arguing, or because she'd figured about the same anmobunt of tine?

Was he ahead of schedul e or sonething? Reaching for the bent-pipe safety
railing of the stairs, he squeezed. At first nothing happened, so he squeezed
alittle harder. The tubing crunpled in his hand.

Staring at the damaged pi pework, Cade knew he couldn't continue w th Beth.
He' d been extrenely lucky not to have hurt her this norning, no dammed doubt
about that.

Then it struck himthat he hadn't mashed any of the sandw ches and he
renenbered Sandy having nentioned the sane phenonenon the night before. She'd
said, 'You didn't squash your burger, did you?" O sonething like that.

Maybe he could continue with Beth. If he was very gentle, very careful..
Wait one. He was describing all but a very few nonents of their time together
the night before. And this norning had been one |ong, easygoing, session. No
hard riding at all, except when she'd been on top

"That's it," he softly said aloud to hinself. "Slow and easy unl ess she's
on top. That ought to work."

He'd been so preoccupied that he hadn't noticed Sandy's presence
descendi ng between the stairwells until his last thought had essentially
seemed to solve his dilemm.

As he sipped the last of his Dr Pepper, she floated to a stop directly
behi nd himand cleared her throat with a grin, obviously expecting Cade to
junp out of his skin.

Cade drained the cup and said, "H, Sandy," wi thout so nuch as a flinch

Annoyed as hell that she hadn't startled himand determ ned not to let him
see her failure, Sandy concealed her irritation as she flitted upward enough
to clear the handrail, then settled to the steps just below the |anding so
they'd be nore or | ess eye-to-eye.

d anci ng around, she asked, "lIs there some reason you're sitting in the
stairwel | ?"

He pointed to the crunbs on the napkin and said, "I've just been having a
private snack before | head down to breakfast. Care to join nme?"

"I'"ve already eaten, but | guess | could stand another coffee." Ginning,
she asked, "Wat was that 'slow and easy unless she's on top' all about, Ed?"

Stuffing the napkin into the paper cup, Cade stood up and wal ked
downst ai rs past her as he said, "Just a kind of safety |ecture about dealing
wi th unconverted wonen."

Turning to follow him she asked, "'Dealing’ with them huh? Sounds to ne
as if you plan to be doing nore than 'dealing’ with them Anyone in



particul ar?"

"Coul d be. | know sone unconverted wonen. Wuldn't know them very long if
| let nyself get clumsy with them™

Chuckl ing, Sandy said, "Likely so, but in a few days it will be better if
you don't play with themat all."

@ anci ng back at her, Cade asked, "Wy's that?"

Rai sing an eyebrow at him Sandy grinningly said, "Think about it. A
normal man can squirt about how far? Three feet? Once you're fully converted,

you'd kill your unconverted | ady."

Cade stopped on the stairs and | ooked at her. Sandy's face was -- 'dead’
serious, you could say -- and she made sense.

To confirm Cade asked, "You're saying that a week fromnow, you'll be ny

only sexual option?"

Sandy's face turned glowering. "Should I slap the hell out of you now, or
I et you explain what you really nmeant?"

Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Sorry. Poor choice of words. But you know
what | mean. No unconverted wonen, right?"

Not terribly nollified, Sandy answered, "Right."

After a nonment, Cade asked, "How many converted wonen are there at
present ?"

" Two.

"And where are they?"

"Las Vegas. One's a cop. The other runs her own business."

"And there's another wonman |ike you on Earth?"

"Yes. In California."

Sone nmonents passed before Cade said, "Nope. | don't buy it," and
conti nued down the stairs to the | obby.

In a sharp tone, Sandy called after him "Just what exactly don't you buy,
Cade?"

St oppi ng again, Cade said, "In all this tine on Earth, you've only
converted two wonmen? She's converted no wonen? That's what | don't buy, Sandy.
It may be true, but | don't believe it at this very nmonent. Later."

Wth that, he opened the | obby door and left the stairwell. Cade wanted to
eat and haul his ass back up to Beth's roomfor what night be his |ast sexua
ronp for a long tine, the way things seened to be goi ng.

In fact, he did believe what she'd said about soon being too dangerous for
unconverted wonen. But he didn't for a nonent believe that a woman who
adm tted converting two ot her women woul d have any hesitations about
converting nore if they qualified and were needed.

Sandy had tapped the President for noney and a place to train people and
she'd felt it necessary and justified to convert himw thout asking how he
felt about it, so there was a definite need for convertees. It was as sinple
as that.

She'd need themin both genders, too, if she were training enough of them
to justify requesting a place to train them The sense of total alienation
woul d be too much for many of the convertees, otherwi se.

Nope. Either there already were nore or there would be nore convertees
reasonably soon, and about half of them would be femal e unl ess Sandy pl anned
to spend a great deal of her tinme servicing all her nale convertees herself.

Choosi ng a booth, Cade told the waiter to bring himone of the |unch
specials. As the waiter left, Sandy came to stand by the boot h.

"Mnd if | join you?"

"Have a seat. Want ne to call the waiter back?"

Shaki ng her head as she sat down, Sandy said, "No. |I'Il order a coffee or
somet hi ng when he conmes back."

For long nonments, the two of them sinply matched gazes across the table,
then Sandy said, "There are only two in Vegas. There are a few others
el sewhere around the country."

VWhen Cade sai d nothing, Sandy asked, "Since you didn't ask about nale
convertees, I'I1..."



"I don't give a rat's ass about the nen,’
about the wonen. CGot any in Florida?"

"No. Georgia. They work with the Center for Disease Control and other
agencies. In fact, they've been working with another N A branch this weekend.
As backups, you could say, in case nore happened than | could handl e at once.
One of themwas even in the | ook-alike contest."

Si pping his water, Cade said, "Fascinating. Did you convert any of them
wi t hout asking first?"

Wth a sigh, Sandy said, "NO and you said 'done is done', as | recall.
I"'msorry and that's all | can say. | thought soneone your age would be..."

That rankled Cade a bit. "' Someone ny age?' Wuld be what? That somneone
any other age wouldn't be, that is."

Gazing hard at himacross the table, Sandy said, "I'd very much appreciate
it if you wouldn't interrupt ne when |I'm speaking, Ed. | thought you'd be
consi derably happi er about being chosen for conversion."

"That's your word for it. 'Near-total alienation' is what I'mcalling it
for the nonent."

The waiter buzzed up to the table and asked Sandy what she'd |ike. She
ordered a coffee and the waiter told Cade that his lunch would arrive shortly,
then he buzzed away agai n.

Sandy sat back and said, "You crushed that steel rail in the stairwell. If
that's an indication of your progress, you'll be able to stop a tank round
with your bare hands in a week. You'll be bulletproof and no Earthly disease
will be able to touch you. You'll be stronger and faster than you can possibly
i magi ne and you may devel op some of ny other powers to a degree.”

Pausi ng, Sandy sipped the water the waiter had brought her and added, "And
there's one nore little thing. Qur cells replicate, but they don't degenerate
with every copy. Do you understand what that means?"

"Sure. It neans | nmay have tine enough to wite another few thousand
books. "

"You don't seemvery inpressed with virtual inmortality."”

he interrupted, "I want to know

"OfF course | am |I'mjust not letting it overshadow the fact that you're
form ng teans, which neans that something nore than you can handl e alone is
headed this way, and if it's bigger than you, it'll be able to squash a

convertee in a heartbeat."
Chapter Twenty-two

Tossi ng her hands up, Sandy softly exclained, "OCkay. | give up. Wat the
hell can | possibly do to nake this terrible thing |I've done up to you, Ed?"

"Nothing, really," said Cade. "If something that big is com ng, being as
much |i ke you as possible will probably increase ny chances of survival. |
just wanted you to know how | felt before you pulled the sane 'oh, he won't
mnd trick on soneone else.”

The waiter arrived with food as Sandy sat staring at Cade. \When the waiter
finished placing food on the table, Cade told himto bring another |unch
special. The waiter thought he meant for Sandy and snilingly nodded at her
Cade then told himto al so pack one to go.

"To go, sir?"

"Yup. It's going upstairs with ne."

"Yes, sir. One nore to the table and one to go."

"You got it. Thanks."

VWen the waiter had left, Sandy smilingly asked, "Wy didn't Beth cone
down to lunch with you?"

Digging into his food, Cade said, "She needed a nap. Wiy were you wat ching
us last night?"

Startling inperceptibly, Sandy thought, 'He DI D know' then she said,
"When you didn't come back to the room | thought nmaybe you'd gotten into nore
trouble.”

Around some steak, Cade said, "Uh, huh. dad I'mwearing boots, ma'am" He



cut anot her piece and said, "Got a question. Am| just processing mass into
ener gy?"

"Partly. You're being restructured, which requires quite a bit of both
mass and energy."

"So | could probably just drink a |ot of water or eat a phone book and it
woul dn't matter a damm to the process?"

Sandy sni ckered and asked, "A phone book?"

"Bul k. Mass. Sonething to convert. It doesn't necessarily have to be food,
right? Just a steady supply of mass."

"l suppose so. WIIl you want gravy on your phone book?"

"Probably woul dn't be a bad idea. You seenmed surprised that | squashed
that rail in the stairwell. Wiwy? Am| ahead of schedul e or sonethi ng?"

Noddi ng, she said, "It would seemso. Alittle, anyway."

"Why woul d that be?"

Sandy shrugged. "Your systemis accepting conversion easily and you're
havi ng sex with Beth."

"What does sex have to do with it?"

Filching his tomato slice, she said, "Al human bodily functions are
closely tied to the reproductive system Stir things up and the process can
speed up considerably."

"Speed up only, or al so enhance the process? Could | wind up being a bit
nmore... 'super'... at the other end?"

"Yes, you could. Others have, for the same reason.”

Wth a nod, Cade net her gaze and asked, "Do you want optimm conversion
or would plain old average do?"

"Opti mum woul d be nice, of course."

Cade sliced off a chunk of neat and ate it, then said, "I think so, too,
al so of course. There's nothing quite |ike know ng your support people are as
good as they can possibly be. Beth is good for another few hours, then she'l

| eave for D.C. or I'll beconme too much for her. Doesn't matter which; that'l
be the end of it. If we're going to try to optimze me, 1'll need soneone to
t ake her place."

"Her nane is Andrea. |'ve already talked to her."

"Why not you?"

Sandy sighed and said, "Sorry. You're still several days away from being

able to nake | ove to ne, Ed."
Anot her chunk of steak | ater, Cade asked, "So this Andrea -- who's never

even met ne -- is willing to take over for Beth in nmy bed, huh?"
"I'f she likes you. She's very fond of sex. If she doesn't |ike you enough
she'I'l sinply supervise your normal conversion."

“I"1l need supervised? It won't just happen on its own?"

Si ghi ng agai n, Sandy said, "Yes, of course it would, but there are ways --
that don't involve sex -- to heighten the effect a bit."

"What ways?"

"Hard exerci se and energy infusion can help."

"Ener gy infusion?"

"Direct transfer fromone of us to you. That coul dn't happen for anot her
day or two, though. It would kill you."

Filching his other slice of tomato, she said, "Andrea is taking a week off
to help you through this. John says you have a three-bedroom house."

"It would be if I threw out two roons'-full of ceramic nolds and conputer
gear."

After a pause, Sandy said, "Ch."

Cade chuckl ed. "Yeah. Ch. The place is a factory, too. But don't worry
about it. If we don't get along well enough to sleep together, 1'll take the
couch for a week. Think she'd like to go to Di sneyworld and sonme of the other
tourist traps?"

Smi ling, Sandy canted her head and said, "I really don't know. | do know
she shoots pool fairly well."

Returning her smile, Cade said, "Wll, that's a plus."



He'd just put the last bit of steak in his nouth when Sandy said, "Slide
your plates over here. John's coming."

Shovi ng everything to her side of the table, Cade asked, "Wy doesn't he
know about this, Sandy?"

Gving hima firmlook, Sandy said, "He's not in the |oop."

"I"ve known himfor ages. He'd be cool with it."

"Ckay, he probably would be, but you weren't supposed to happen for a
while yet. Quiet. Here he cones."

As John wal ked up to the table, Cade thought, 'Not supposed to happen for
a while yet? What the hell ?

"Hi, all," said John, taking a seat beside Sandy. "Good news. They found
Kahlil this nmorning. The conpany is saying this op is finally over."

More strangeness. John had referred to 'the conmpany', which the NI A nost
definitely wasn't. Only the CIA was referred to as 'the conpany' by anyone who
knew t he difference, and John definitely knew the difference.

Cade said nothing and gave John a slightly puzzled | ook as Sandy agreed
that it was good news, indeed. John gave Cade the ol d-days hand sign that
meant 'later' and talked to Sandy as the waiter brought the other steak
di nners Cade had ordered and asked John if he'd Iike anything. John ordered
cof f ee.

"Great,' thought Cade. 'Settle one problemand up pops a new one. GCet
t hrough one puzzle and another one will fall into your lap pretty nuch
instantly.'

He started in on the second dinner as Sandy and John chatted and tal ked
about wrapping things up in the ops room Cade kind of hurried through his
steak and John asked himwhy he was in a rush. Pointing at the 'go' bag, Cade
told himthat was for someone upstairs and that he didn't want it to get cold.

"Wuld it naybe be for Beth?" asked John

"Can't let her starve. She's N A property.”

"Thought so. Carter says you' ve been spending a lot of time in her room™

"Someone was using nmy room" Meeting John's gaze, Cade cautioned, "Beth
doesn't know -- or maybe she just doesn't want to know -- that anyone el se
knows, you know? | don't really know why it matters to her, but it does.”

Sandy grinningly crossed her heart and zipped her lips like a school girl
taki ng a pl edge of silence. John chuckl ed and nodded as he spoke.

"No sweat. Like it or not, she knows we've been nonitoring the hallways,

so this has to be a personal preference. I'lIl mention to Carter to keep it
qui et, okay?"

"Thanks. Word' Il probably get out sooner or later, but it doesn't have to
happen t oday. "

As he finished up his steak, Sandy said, "lI'l|l see you later, Ed. Gve ne

a call around seven or drop by the room"
"Seven. You got it." Cade stood up and picked up the bag and the bill,

then said, "Later, all. I'Il tip the waiter when he nakes my change," and
headed for the register
After paying the bill, Cade took the stairs to save tine and reached

Beth's roomin noments. He let himself in, put the card on the desk, and went
to the bed. Beth seened to be in deep sleep, but as he turned away, she spoke.

"Hi, there."

"Hi, yourself, lady. | brought you sone food."

Smiling drowsily up at him she said, "Such service. Maybe | should keep
you, Cade. \Wat do you think about that?"

"I think you'd be disappointed, ma'am | turn into a plain ol
i nconsi derate, garden variety man on weekdays and | get downright mean on
hol i days. Hope you |ike steak for lunch."

Sitting up, Beth said, "Steak is fine, Ed. 1'Il bet you don't change at
all, really. 1'll bet you're like this all the tinme."

He shrugged. "Maybe so. Doesn't matter. You have to fly back to D.C
tonight and 1'll be in Florida by tonmorrow. Let's just play sone nore and make

t he best of our tine together."



Tossi ng the sheet aside, Beth stood up. Cade eyed her nakedness as she
wal ked over to him and enbraced himfor a nmoment, then kissed him

"You're a nice nman," she said quietly. "You' re good in bed, too. | could
do a lot worse, | think, if you were up for it."
Ki ssing her, Cade said, "Thanks, mlady, but you're still too young and

beautiful to settle for Iess than you deserve. Try nme again in a few years if
you can nmanage to stay single."

Wth a sardonic chuckle, she said, "Well, hell, |I've managed this |ong,
haven't 1?" and opened the restaurant bag to begin unpacking it on the desk.

As she sat down to eat, she eyed Cade and asked, "Am | going to be the
only naked person in this roonP"

Pret endi ng vast surprise, Cade said, "Ch! Yes'm 1'Il get right to that.
Very sorry, ma'am | was so wapped up in eyeballing your gorgeous bod that |
just conpletely forgot. You know how it is, don't you?"

Laughi ng, Beth said, "Yeah, sure. | know howit is,
f ood.

A few bites |later she asked, "Hey, Cade. If |I'm so gorgeous, how cone al
t he other guys don't act like you?"

"Sinmpl e i gnorance, ma'am They don't know how. "

"So how did you becone so know edgeabl e?"

"I had a good teacher early in life."

"Who was she?"

"One of ny teachers in high school."

@ ancing up incredul ously, Beth asked, "Really?"

"Yup. | was sixteen. She was twenty-six and kind of pushy, just like you.
| learned a ot at that lady's knees."

Beth nearly choked with [aughter. "At her knees...? Uh, yeah, well, |

and dug into her

suppose... That's where you' d have been..."
Patting her back, Cade said, "Yup. Most of the time, too, as | prefer to
recall. Just try to breathe for now, Beth. Talk later.'

Bet h nanaged to eat nost of her steak and Cade fini shed what she couldn't,
then they spent the rest of the afternoon |ike new yweds on a honeynoon.

At six-forty-five her ride to the airport pulled up at the front doors and
-- to Cade's surprise -- Beth hugged himand ki ssed himlong and hard.

Hol di ng her cl ose, Cade whi spered, "Sonmebody m ght see."

Sni ckering, she said, "Screw 'em There were caneras in the halls, anyway.
Everybody who doesn't know now wi Il know by tonorrow. I'Il deal with it."

"Wyul d saying 'thank you' sound trite, ma'an®?"

"Not if | say it first. Thanks, Cade."

Then she nade a show of gl ancing at her watch, making an apol ogetic face
and an excuse about |ong check-in tines these days, and hurried into the
wai ting car.

They waved good-bye as the car rolled down the ranp, then it turned |eft
at the street and she was gone. Cade sighed once, then turned to go back
upstairs.

Atall, thirtyish, brunette wonan in a sharp, shades-of-green skirt and
j acket business ensenbl e asked, "Your w fe?"

Stopping to neet her gaze, Cade said, "No. A friend." After a short pause,
he added, "A very nice |ady."

The wonman had ice-gray eyes like fine genstones that were nearly on a
level with Cade's. Her face at first seened rather plain, or perhaps she
simply wore no makeup, but her strong character shone through her features
i ke a beacon. A very inpressive wonan.

Her full lips parted and Cade realized she was speaki ng agai n as she said,
"Are you all right?"

Shaki ng of f her spell, Cade said, "Uhm Yes, ma'am Sorry. You have..
uni que eyes. They're a color | don't see often enough. Very lovely." Wth a
grin, he added, "I guess they kind of shorted out ny little brain for a few
seconds. Excuse ne, but | have to be sonewhere shortly."

Taking his cell phone out of his pocket as he left her, he dialed Sandy's



nunber, even though he'd felt her watching since Beth and he had | eft her room
wi th her | uggage.

Sandy answered, "Hi, Ed. Andrea's here. 1've filled her in. Come on up to
the room"

"On ny way, mlady."

A toddler on a | eash managed to get | oose and cane runni ng Cade's
direction as his nother tried to call himback. Wien the kid neared him
Cade's arm fl ashed out and snagged the kid's collar. He constrained the
thrashing little beast at armis length as he continued tal king to Sandy.

"G me an extra few mnutes, ma'am | have to return sonething to someone
down here.”

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "So | see. Good collar, Oficer Ed."

The wonman arrived to collect her child and Cade got underway again. On the
fourth floor |anding, he thought he heard voices and | ooked up and down the
stairwell. Nobody either way.

He turned a bit and listened a little harder. Sone guy was trying to
arrange a rental car. The other voice he heard was apparently that of a rental
agent on a phone, and the voices seened to be comng fromthe other side of
the fourth floor hallway door

No, not the door; to one side of it. Cade stepped that direction and
clearly heard the agent tell the guy that the kind of car he wanted woul d have
to be brought in fromthe airport.

The agent's voice was nuch fainter than the other one, so he probably
wasn't on a speaker phone. That seened to nmean that Cade was listening to both
sides of a conversation over a regular phone or a cell phone.

"Look, I"'min a hurry," said the guy. "I'll head down to the | obby and get
a cab. You just tell me who | have to see and what all | have to do on the
way, okay?"

Cade instantly opened the | anding door and stepped into the hallway. The
door to the roomon his |left opened and a guy with a suitcase in one hand and
a cell phone to his ear hurried out of the roomand down the hall.

"Damm, ' thought Cade, suddenly far too aware of a nyriad of sounds in the
hal I . 'What other changes could he expect?

Sandy's idea that he m ght need supervision made nore sense as he tried
vainly to filter out some of the usel ess noise around him Training was what
he' d need.

As he approached his room he stopped wal king as he heard Sandy say, "Ed
has been a bit difficult, Andrea. Mdre than a bit difficult, in fact. | hate
to say it, but converting himmy have been a m stake."

A famliar woman's voi ce responded, "Ch, he didn't strike nme as being al
that terrible. You heard what he said about ny eyes, didn't you? And the way
he said it? And he was so polite when he excused hinself and noved on. He
called ne "ma'anml. Jerks don't act |like that, Sandy."

"Uh, huh. He'll call you 'nmilady', too, but don't let it go to your head.
You know that horse you call a 'hardnouth'? The one who sonetimes decides to
go where he damed wel | pl eases? You may cone to think of Cade as a hardnout h,
too."

Wth a snicker, Andrea said, "Well, if |I do, I'lIl be sure to let you know.
But if he's no worse than what |'ve seen so far, he'll max out just fine,
‘cause I'Il bang his brains out all week."

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "Yeah, sure. More likely he'll tickle yours |oose

first." She took a breath and intoned solemly, "Be warned," then burst out
| aughi ng agai n.

Laughing with her, Andrea said, "If he's that good, nore power to him
What ' s keepi ng hi n?"

" Uh-oh,' thought Cade, getting underway again just as he felt Sandy's gaze
| ocate him

A few steps |later he tapped on the door as he used his keycard and | et
hinmself into his room



Chapter Twenty-three

From | ong habit, Cade stood somewhat to one side of the doorway as he
pushed it open with his left hand, then pretended to take a nmonent to put his
keycard back in his jacket pocket rather than wal k straight into the room

The door swung gently open all the way to the wall before he entered the
room bl ocking the door's return swing with his right boot as he gl anced
around and continued his entry with al nost no pause.

Sandy sat on the bed, Andrea sat in the desk chair. A bottle of chanpagne
nestled in an ice bucket on the desk and Sandy's bags had been noved nearer
t he door because two bl ue suitcases had taken their place by the desk. There
were no other people in the roomand both women were staring at him

"Wl | ?" asked Sandy, "Are you coming in or not?"

Andrea chuckl ed as Cade replied, "Have you ever seen me just waltz right
into a room na' anP"

Sni ckering, Sandy asked, "Not even your own roonf"

Cade wal ked over to Andrea as he said, "lI'mold enough to have old habits
because | earned themthe hard way. Your own roomis the first place to expect
an anbush. Especially on birthdays in mlitary service. 'Surprise!', and al
that."

Sandy sni ckered again, but her glance went to Andrea as if to confirm
sormet hi ng.

As Andrea stood up to take his hand, he met her gaze for a | ong nonent,
and said, "And you are definitely a surprise. H. I'"'mEd, and | hope to

CGoddess you're Andrea, ma'am'’

Her smile continued, but she asked, "CGoddess?"

"I"ma pagan. W nostly prefer goddesses if we bother with deities at
all.”
Andrea gl anced at Sandy, who nodded and grinned as she said, "That
probably wasn't a line, Andrea. He has a pagan website where he sells

stoneware and pewter jewelry."

Returni ng her gaze to Cade, Andrea said, "I'll have to see it sonetine.
Yes. |I'm Andrea. Are you at all disappointed?"

Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Not even a little. Are you?"

Ginning, Andrea said, "Sandy and | have been tal king about you. |'ve
deci ded that youth rmay not be everything. Could | have ny hand back now?"

Pretending to notice that he was still holding her hand, Cade released it
with a calculated 'Ch, | kinda forgot' shrug.

Laughi ng, Sandy said, "I think you' ve got his attention, Andrea. Let's
have sonme chanpagne. Cade?"

Reaching to open the chanpagne, Cade said, "lI'mon it."

The wire on the bottl eneck broke when he tw sted. Cade reached for his
beltknife, flicked it open, wedged it under the wire, and twisted. The wire
broke and he pried it off, then slapped his knife shut and slipped it back
into its belt pouch.

In the mirror above the desk he noticed both Sandy and Andrea staring at
him GCh, well. Had Sandy sonehow m ssed the fact that he'd been wearing a belt
knife all this tinme?

He deci ded that was unlikely and finished openi ng the chanpagne, then
poured sonme into each of the three plastic cups Andrea silently lined up on
the desk. In truth, he detested chanpagne, but he'd only ever met one woman
who felt the same way about it.

Handi ng gl asses to the | adies, he picked up his own and said, "Sandy,
you' re the honcho here, so you make the toast."

Andr ea sni ckered and Sandy | aughed, "Cee, thanks. Ckay. Let's keep it
sinmple. Here's to all good things. May there always be nany and may they never
end. "

After clunking their cups together and sipping, Sandy sat back down on the
bed and said, "I talked to John this afternoon; he now knows you've been
converted." Noddingly indicating Andrea, she said, "Andrea's your instructor



That's all he knows and that's all he needs to know. "

She sipped again and said, "W have time for dinner before | |eave for
Vegas. Any suggestions about where to eat?"

"Yes," said Andrea. "A buffet steakhouse just opened near ny nei ghborhood.
Since Ed's got a convertee appetite, we may as well go there."

"Wrks for nme," said Cade. "Andrea, what do you do?"

"As in work? I'ma research scientist with the CDC. "

"That sounds a lot nore inportant than selling jewelry on the net and
writing science fiction. Wwuld you rather | call to make arrangenents for ny
cats and stay up here with you this week? It wouldn't be a problem™

Shaki ng her head, she said, "No way. | haven't had a whol e week away from
that place in over a year. You're stuck with me, Ed. You have cats?"

"Three. You |ike cats?"

She nodded. "Onh, sure. |I'd have one if | were honme nore."

Turning to Sandy, she said, "I think | like this guy already. He has
cats." Returning her gaze to Cade, she asked, "How do you feel about horses?"
"Had one until | was fifteen. Didn't use a saddle nost of the tinme. He

especially liked bubbl egum and mul berry | eaves."
Andrea's grin wi dened. "Yeah, we'll get along fine, Sandy."

A qui ck knocking at the door made Cade put his drink down and go answer
it. Cody Barnes fromthe ops roomentered the roomto stand by Sandy's
| uggage.

"Ma'am" he said, "John sent ne for your |uggage."

"It's all right there, Cody. Thanks."

"Ch, no problem ma'am 1'll have it UPS d tonorrow "

He grabbed the bags and headed for the door. Cade |let himout and cane
back to | ean agai nst the desk

VWhen he didn't ask, Sandy said, "UPS is easier. Safer for the stuff in
them too."

Noddi ng, Cade said, "Figured that."

She parted a finger fromher cup to indicate Cade's cup and asked, "You
don't |ike chanpagne?"

"Nah. I'mnore of a beer person. Or Dr Pepper. Or gin and bitter lenon."

Andrea's snort alnost startled him

VWen he | ooked at her, she said, "I just don't believe this, that's all
Gn and bitter lenon? Me, too. | didn't think anyone el se drank those."

"Hm" said Cade. "Horses, cats, gin and bitter |enon, and gorgeous eyes.
That's a dammed good score so far. WIIl you be very surprised if | propose to
you | ater, ma'an?"

"No, probably not. WIIl you be very surprised if | accept?"

Cocking his head, Cade said, "Oh, yeah. I'mpretty sure | would be. You
can't |l ook that delicious and not be married if married is what you want to
be. "

"Maybe |I'mjust waiting for M. Right."

Shaki ng his head, Cade said, "Nope. Doesn't seemto fit. Can't say exactly
why, but | don't think that's the answer."

Sandy | aughed and asked, "Did | tell you he seens to be fairly smart,

t 0o0?"

"Yes, indeed you did. Notice how he m xed that conplinent w th undeniable
| ogic before he stated an intuition?"

St andi ng up, Sandy said, "Sure did. If nobody's going to drink any nore
chanpagne, | think it's dinnertine."

Andrea and Cade agreed and they trooped out of the room and down the hal
to the elevator, which was moving with a bit nore alacrity since the
convention crowd had begun thinning.

Cade had expected Andrea to produce a car and sinply drive themto the
restaurant she'd nmentioned, so it surprised hima bit when Sandy poked the
button for the top fl oor

During the ride up, he considered a few things. Sandy had likely spent
some time discussing himwith Andrea. Call it a briefing of sorts. She'd known



about his cats and his preference for gin and bitter I enon was in his records.

Horses were another matter; he couldn't remenber having nentioned his
chi | dhood horse to Sandy, but John knew about C oud and knew Cade had owned
part of a riding stable in Germany back in the seventies; after all, the
agency had used the place as a neeting point dozens of tinmes.

Andrea was nearly six feet tall and had striking eyes. John mght al so
have nentioned G selle, who'd had simlar features and a place in Cade's
heart, and how Cade had considered | eaving the agency when she'd been killed
during an arrest that the system had refused to prosecute for diplomatic
reasons.

O maybe he was just being a bit paranoid. Could be she truly just
happened to be a tall goddess with ice-gray eyes who |iked cats, horses, and
the sane booze as Cade. He wondered what the other convertee in Atlanta | ooked
i ke and whether Andrea had 'volunteered or been 'chosen' to coach him

On the other hand, the conversion was underway, like it or not, and he'd
been i ssued a goddess. Cade gl anced at Andrea and deci ded that things could
nost definitely be worse

Fromthe top floor they took the stairs to the roof and Sandy retrieved
her flattened can fromits hideaway under the eaves. After she put it in place
to keep the door from|l ocking, she turned to Andrea and Cade and put her hands
on her hips.

In a dead serious tone, Sandy said, "lI'mafraid it's time to choose, Ed."

A trick? A trap? For what reason? No point in trying to escape, in any
case.

"Coul d you be just a bit nore specific?" he asked.

Noddi ngly indicating Andrea, Sandy said, "You have to choose which of us
will carry you."

Hm He hadn't known that Andrea could fly. Cool. Maybe that meant that
flight was one of the powers he'd have | ater

"You nmean you aren't going to fight over ne?"

Andrea snorted and groaned softly, "Oh, yeah, right."

Cade gl anced at her and said, "Hey, it was just a thought."

Shruggi ng, he told Sandy, "Woever wants to haul me may do so. | know
better than to choose between goddesses. Need a coin to toss?"

"Ch, never nmind," said Sandy, and she w apped her arns around Cade and
lifted theminto the evening sky.

After two mnutes of flying eastward they | anded anong sone trees near a
very new| ooking restaurant. It was a bit crowded, as is normal for new
pl aces, but Andrea opined that the crowd would act in their favor because
nobody' d notice the nunmber of tines Cade visited the serving lines.

Al nmost two hours later Cade felt pretty much full for the first time in
two days. Andrea had been right, for the nost part. Only one of the waitresses
had noticed that Cade seenmed to be packi ng away inordi nate amounts of food
and while she watched with a certain amount of ammzenent, she apparently said
not hi ng about it.

On the way back to the hotel, Andrea suddenly dropped away fromthemlike
a stone falling toward the ground and Cade al nost [ ost the dinner he'd spent
all that time consum ng when Sandy followed her in the same manner. Looking
down, he saw where Andrea was goi ng.

A tanker truck had nmaneuvered to refill a local gas station's underground
tanks and a yell ow pickup truck in the alley behind the station was headi ng
straight for the truck at about fifty mles per hour. As they neared the
ground, they could see the driver slunped on the steering wheel

As Andrea flew to deal with the pickup, Sandy |anded to set Cade down and
flewto join Andrea. Everything seened well in hand, but an unanticipated wld
card in the formof a blue Ford sedan entered the parking | ot behind the
tanker truck.

The driver couldn't take his eyes off the two flying wonen and didn't have
sense enough to stop the car. The Ford hit a light pole and one of the wres
above snapped with a sound like a rifle shot, then swng down and touched the



concrete, where the current nmade it dance crazily around the car

VWen Cade saw t he woman on the passenger side open her door, he ran toward
the car yelling for her to stay inside it. She stared at himdazedly for a
nmonent, noticed that the man beside her was bl eedi ng, unconscious, and sl unped
bet ween the steering wheel and the driver's door, and freaked out.

The power line was slapping itself frantically around the car as the wonman
screanmed, opened the door w der, and got out of the car, but she couldn't run
Her gashed and bl oody left | eg gave out and she tried to craw, but chances
were just too good that the power line would hit her.

Cade saw a stave froma broken pallet and grabbed it on the way to the
car. It was one of the spine boards; hard wood with half a dozen slats stil
stuck to it.

He al nost dove over the front of the car and nmanaged to bat the power I|ine
aside fromthe wonman twi ce as she continued crawl i ng, unaware that he was
there.

Then the power |ine slapped the side of the car and rebounded so quickly
t hat Cade had no chance to swing at it. He could only brace the stave
crossways in front of the oncom ng power |ine and hope things would go well.

The heavy line smashed t hrough the wooden stave and hit Cade's chest |ike
a baseball bat, knocking himflat and sl apping himtw ce nore across the chest
and | egs.

Wth each snmashing slap, the line sent massive amunts of electricity
t hrough Cade to the ground. He was barely conscious enough to see Sandy grab
the cable and westle with it to prevent it from slanm ng hi magain, then he
passed out.

Soneone was patting his face and calling his nane. He opened his eyes to
see Sandy kneeling beside him Behind her he saw the power |ine knotted around
t he broken pol e.

"Hi," he said. "Thanks. It was gonna get nme again."

"Everything's okay now. How do you feel ?"

Cade gave that some thought, then flatly said, "Ow"

Chuckl i ng, Sandy asked, "Can you nove?"

"Dammed if | know. Gme a minute and I'll find out."

Al though his arnms and legs were still jangling fromthe electricity, they
shakily lifted and noved a bit on command.

"CQuess so," he said, trying to sit up

That didn't work the first time, but he was able to roll over and |ever
hi nsel f swayi ngly upright in front of her

"l1've been better, but | think I'Il survive."

"Great," said Sandy, "W need to get noving," and wi thout cerenony she
pi cked hi mup and | aunched into the sky sone distance before he heard Andrea
ask, "How is he?"

"Just barely alive, ma'am" said Cade. "N ce of you to ask, though."

Sandy snorted a short laugh as Andrea canme into view and peered down at
Cade.

"Di d anybody get a good | ook at us?" she asked Sandy.

"I don't think so," said Sandy. "The pickup driver was dead, the car
driver was unconscious, and the girl was hal fway across the parking |lot by the

time | secured the power |ines. Nobody cane near the car before | lifted with
Cade. "

"Sneaky angel s," said Cade. "I don't know why, exactly, but | like that
concept."

"You said you were a pagan," said Andrea. "Do pagans believe in angel s?"

"Angel s. Goddesses. Sane things, different |abels.”

VWen Sandy set himdown on the roof, she didn't let go of himimediately,
which was just as well. The electricity had apparently scranbled his circuits
alittle and Cade had to try twice to get his legs to function properly.

"Damm, " he said. "How rmuch juice do those lines carry?"

Andrea said, "No idea, but it's enough to power everything for blocks in a
commercial zone. W were kind of surprised to find you still breathing, Ed."



As Sandy sl apped dust and dirt off his clothes, Cade said, "So was |I.
Maybe the lines grounded out as they hit nme. Maybe | didn't get a full dose?"

"No," said Sandy. "I saw the end of that cable hit you twice. It didn't
touch the ground either tine."

Shrugging with a bit | ess grace than usual, Cade said, "Wll, then,
guess we don't have an answer. Let's head for the room | could use a coffee.”

Andrea said, "Actually, so could I, I think."

"I could use a coffee,’ Sandy repeated Cade's words in her mind as they
headed downstairs. That was exactly what he'd said to Carter after dealing
with Nassir, and he'd said it in exactly the same tone.

She checked his heartbeat and respiration and found them rangi ng about
normal, even as he descended the stairs to the top floor. To Cade, the
i nci dent was conpletely over, just as he'd conpletely closed the Nassir natter
with those words.

Were those words his... with a nmental shrug, she inserted the word
"mantra'. Were they some sort of self-developed ritual or key phrase for
cl osing the door on an incident?

Cade offered to make the | adies sone of his instant coffee as they entered
his room but Sandy opted for another glass of chanpagne and Andrea said she'd
see what was in the fridge

"Ed," she added as he took his cup and his jar of instant to the sink
"I"'ma research scientist, not an MD., but I'd like to check you over for
danage. "

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Thanks, but if | have anything nore than a few big
bruises, it'll be there later. Right now !l just want to sit down with a coffee
and try to relax."

Sandy read his pul se and respiration again and nearly |laughed aloud. If he
became any nore rel axed, he'd be asleep. Cade saw her grinning at himin the
mrror above the sink and she gave himan innocent |ook, to which he responded
with a mldly puzzled | ook as he turned on the hot water.

She checked her watch, swore softly, and | ooked at the alarmclock on the
desk.

Chapter Twenty-four

"What's the matter, Sandy?" asked Andrea.

"Ch, | think my watch has been fried," said Sandy. "Its screen is blank."

"Open it," said Cade. "If the battery isn't swollen, it may just need to
be taken out and put back in to reboot the watch."

"Wuld that really work?" asked Andrea.

Tappi ng his own watch, Cade said, "It mght. It does when a conputer power
supply's field blanks nmy watch."

Sandy fussed with the watch for a few seconds, then said, "There's a notch
on the back, but | can't get ny fingernails under the edge."

Cade stirred the instant coffee as he wal ked toward her, then he put the
coffee on the desk, reached for her watch, and | ooked at the back. Flicking
his knife open, he used the tip to pry up the back of the watch and tickle the
battery out of its holder, then he slid the battery back into place and
checked the front.

Showing it to Sandy, he said, "There you go, ma'am You' ve got nunbers
again," then he handed her the watch and its back and said, "lI'mafraid to
squeeze it back on. You do it," and slapped his knife shut to return it toits
belt sheath.

"Thanks," said Sandy. "I never would have thought of that. | thought the
battery was dead."

"May | see that knife?" asked Andrea.

Cade handed it to her closed. She took it and | ooked it over, then --
holding it rather gingerly, he thought -- unfolded the blade until it |ocked
open with a loud 'whack' that seenmed to startle her a little.

She | ooked up and asked, "Wy didn't it sound like that when you opened



it?"

"I was holding it Iike a tool. You're holding it like a delicate antique.
Thi ngs make nore noise in a light grip."

Sandy sni ckered as Andrea studied Cade as if wondering if she were being
teased, then her eyes fell back to the knife. She still held it rather
gingerly as she studied the brass bol sters, the wood between them and short
serrated region on the stainless bl ade.

"It looks as if you nust have put those serrations on the bl ade yourself.
Why 2"

"They're better for cutting rope and thick stuff and | can use the | ast
two notches to strip insulation off wires.”

She gl anced up again and said, "They make the knife | ook mean. Nasty."

Leani ng on the desk, Cade sipped coffee and said, "Only if you're view ng
it strictly as a weapon. Do you feel that way about serrated kitchen knives,

t 0o0?"

Andrea shook her head. "No. | guess | don't. How | ong have you been
carrying a knife?"

"Since | worked on a ranch when | was a kid. This knife or one much |ike
it. Back then oil came in cans and beer cans didn't have pull-tabs. | had to
be able to dig things out fromunder horseshoes, pound wire staples back into
fence posts, and cut rope and |leather. Got a wild dog with it once when he
cane at me by the barn, and | got to where | could throwit and nail rats in
the feed bin."

Maki ng an 'eeeww face, Andrea handed the open knife back to himas Sandy
| aughed and Andrea asked, "I trust you clean it really well now and t hen?"

Nodding with a grin, Cade said, "Yup, sure do," and put the knife away.

Sandy was poking buttons on the watch, setting the time and date. She
| ooked up at the alarmclock, then pushed a button a few nore tines.

"Done," she pronounced. "Only time will tell if it'Il still tell time. |
need to get noving, people. Cade, I'Il turn you over to Andrea now and drop in
on you next weekend if | can't find time during the week. Andrea, he's al
yours if you're sure.”

"Sure?" thought Cade. He'd thought it was a done deal

"I wasn't absolutely sure before," said Andrea. "I'm sure enough now, |
t hi nk. Enough so to deal with himfor a week, anyway. Besides, if | have to, |
can al ways dunp hi m back on you and conme back to Atlanta."

Wth a short |augh, Sandy said, "Oh, no. He's yours. | have to get an
antique mssile base ready to receive guests.”

She stood up and held out her arms. Andrea got to her feet and Cade did
i kewi se as she went to Sandy and hugged her

"What ?" asked Sandy, |ooking at Cade. "I don't get a hug fromyou, too?"

Coi ng over to her, Cade said, "I just wasn't sure you'd want one from ne.
I've been a bit difficult about things."

After she hugged him Sandy held himat armis I ength and nmet his eyes for
a nonent before speaking.

"Ed, | was worried about having made a m stake by converting you right up
until you grabbed a stick and tried to save that woman. You kill people a
little too easily to suit ne, but you're just as quick to put yourself in
harm s way for them W'Il work sonething out, | think."

Pul I'ing himcl ose, Sandy kissed him then released himand turned into a
blur for a monent. The blur becane nostly red and white before she solidified
wearing her uniform

"You two stay put," she said with a grin. "I can find nmy own way out,"
then she blurred to the door, opened and closed it in a split second, and was
gone.

"It still anmazes me how she does that," said Andrea.

"Yeah, she's quick," said Cade.

As he picked up his coffee and noved to sit on the bed, bolts of agony
coursed through his shins and thighs. Wien he |l eaned to rub them nore agony
shot through his chest. He froze for a nonent to |l et the sensations pass.



Moving to stand in front of him Andrea said, "I saw that. |I'mnot asking
you now, Ed. I'mtelling you. I want to see how badly you were hurt."

Cade | ooked up into her eyes and got nonentarily lost in them as before.
She reached for his shirt buttons and he |l eaned to set his coffee on the night
table, then stood up and started undressing.

“I think I'"mprobably just bruised a bit," he said, opening his shirt.

Andrea gave hima mldly exasperated | ook and said, "As if you'd know,"
then sucked in her breath as she saw his chest.

Her reaction made Cade turn to see hinself in the mirror and he saw the
brui sing that covered nearly all of his chest.

"Well, dam," he muttered. "It got nme good, didn't it?"

"Sandy said it hit your legs, too," said Andrea. "Of with the pants, too.
Do you know what electricity does to nmuscle tissue? It fornms a cone of danage
bel ow the skin and..."

"Yes'm" said Cade. "I know. | was a nedic once."

He toed off his boots and unbuckled his pants, then let themdrop and
stepped out of them Andrea studied the livid bruisings on his |egs, reaching
to touch his thigh.

Cade asked, "Um.. WIIl you be getting naked, too, anytime soon, do you
t hi nk?"

Wth a small snile, Andrea said, "I want to check you out first. Does that
hurt ?"

"No, but it probably won't hurt for a while, anyway. | expect to really
start feeling themlater tonight or tonorrow, when I'mon the road back to
Fl ori da and don't have anything else to think about."

Andrea's gaze narrowed slightly. "You drove here?"

"Yup. Thought | might need my car and | don't want to go through the
anti-terror hoops and barrels at airports.”

She seened to consider matters -- particularly the matter in the m ddl e of
Cade that was stiffly pointing at her by that time -- for a few nmonents, then
she said, "W could stay here another night or two. I'd rather not take you
hone wi th ne because the neighbors... well, 1'd just rather not take a man
home with ne."

Shruggi ng, Cade said, "Yeah, here's good. Or | could drive hal fway back

and get a notel room then finish the drive Tuesday. That will get the car and
me hone and still give us plenty of time to work on enhancing my conversion."
"Why use euphem snms?" Andrea asked irritatedly.
Cade stopped in md sip and | ooked at her as he said, "I didn't. Isn't

enhanci ng ny conversion the reason she called you in on this? You don't know
me from Adam so..."

"Yes," snapped Andrea. "Sure. You're right. That's why she called ne."
Striding to the desk chair and sitting down, she continued, "But it isn't the
only reason |'m here now. "

She | eaned to reach in the fridge and took out a soft drink, opened it,
and eyed Cade as she sipped for a nonent before speaking again.

"You see, Cade, | like having sex. | nmean, | really like it. Finding ways
to get enough of it is a problem because none of the converted nen are near
enough to just drop by when I'm horny and unconverted nmen are a waste of tine.
My wonen friends do nmore for me than unconverted nen."

"Ah..." said Cade with a nod. "Ckay. Gotcha."
"No, not yet, you don't. When Sandy told me that you'd -- achieved
conversion -- and all on your own nerits, as it were -- | was instantly

interested; interested enough to take a week off and take over supervising
your conversion for that reason alone. Then | net you and you gave ne reasons
to like you i mediately. That doesn't happen all that often, either.”

"Un Andrea, | still don't quite understand what happened in that shower.
How did | get converted? | nean, | realize it had to be fromnibbling on
Sandy, but... then what? How?"

"She didn't tell you?"

"I'"'m asking, aren't |?"



Ginning, Andrea sipped her drink and sinply gazed at Cade for sone
nmonents, then asked, "You really brought her off all by yourself? No..
"help'... fromher?"

Tiring of the delay in receiving a useful answer as well as being the only
naked person in the room Cade said, "Yeah. Al by nyself. It's Standard
Qperating Procedure, ma'am get '"emall wet and wound up and then lick '
"till they holler 'stop, please stop, |'ve had enough'."

For a nonent Andrea's face was sonewhat stern, then her small snile becane
a small grin and she snickered. The snicker became a giggle, then an outright
| augh.

"I"1l bet that last part can take a while sonetines."

"Yeah," said Cade. He shrugged. "Some women never seemto wi nd down. Can't
tell you how many tinmes |'ve damed near sprained my tongue trying to get to a
worman's very | ast one."

em

Laughi ng again, Andrea said, "Tenacity. | like that."

"Great. If you aren't going to tell me what happened or at |east get as
naked as | amany time soon, | think I'lIl head for a hot shower."

"A shower night help those bruises. I'mgetting to the answer, Ed."

"So what happened to ne?"

"You triggered the release of a retrovirus. Al wonen |ike Sandy have a
smal | special gland that produces the stuff.”

"Converted wonen, too?"

"Yes. We develop the same gland."

"So when | nibble you off I'lIl get another dose. Wat then?"

Shaki ng her head, Andrea said, "Nothing then. You' ve already been..
dosed, as you called it."

"Then why will having sex nake the conversion better?"

"Energy, Ed. Sex seens to help a convertee soak up energy and maekes the
process better sonmehow. A convertee who just sits on his ass during the first
week will end up with maybe half the ability of one who screws his way -- or
her way, of course -- through that crucial first week."

Cade decided that he'd waited | ong enough for her to join himin nakedness
and said, "Thanks for the info." He thunbed toward the bat hroom and added,
"See you in a while, unless you want to cone get wet with ne."

Setting her drink can on the desk, Andrea snmilingly said, "Sounds good.
"Il be right there," and took off her jacket to hang it on the chair. Her
skirt came next, then her blouse, then her half-slip and stockings, then her
earrings and wat ch.

"You wonen sure do wear a lot of stuff," said Cade

Sandy stood on the roof and watched Andrea poke Cade's bruises as she
asked if her activity hurt.

'They seemto be getting along fairly well,' she thought.

Leaving themto their own devices, she lifted upward at barely subsonic
speed until she reached fifty thousand feet, then she poured on the coal

A scant few minutes |ater she backed her speed down to subsonic again for
her arrival in Las Vegas and had a good | ook around the city as she | anded.

"Well, nothing seens to be missing or broken,' she thought as she | anded
on the roof of a friend s office building and changed into the dress she'd
been wearing in Atlanta.

A woman wi thout a purse doesn't | ook out of place in an office building.
Peopl e tend to assune she works there and is just out of her office for a few
m nut es.

Sandy strode to the elevators, rode it five floors down to Lew "Jackie"
Jackson's office, and waved as she entered.

"Sandy!" said Jackie. "You're back!" then he nmuttered, "Not to nention
your front..."

Ginning as she sighed at the remark, Sandy said, "I heard that. Been
wat chi ng old Groucho Marx reruns agai n?"

"Are there any other kind? The guy hasn't been on TV for quite a while,



y' know. How was Atl anta?"
Reaching into the fridge, she said, "It's still there.™
"Al'l because of you, according to WAN."

"Ch, there were a few others invol ved

"They didn't show anyone el se hauling cars into the sky. Hey, some guy
called ne about setting up a Sandy Shield | ook alike contest. Was that your
i dea?"

"No, but it worked in Atlanta. You'll neet the guy who thought it up in a
week or two. He's busy converting, and |'mgoing to call himout here to help
with fixing up our new digs."

"Converting, huh?" He shook his head. "Shoulda known. Let you run off to
Atl anta and you neet some young cutie and..."

Si ghing again, Sandy said flatly, "He's fifty-three, Jackie."

Shruggi ng, Jackie continued, "Okay, then, sone old cutie. How many is this
one? Si x?"

"Only five. Don't try to make me sound easy, you putz.'

She si pped her

drink and said, "Anyway, if he doesn't develop flight, I'lIl fly himout here
and we'll get things started.”

Indicating the '"in' basket on his desk, she asked, "Any nessages for me in
that pile?"

"Ch, all of "em O course. Nobody ever calls for ne.

"You poor thing. But if | recall correctly, they aren't supposed to cal
for you."

"Still... It'd be nice, just once in a while, y'know?"

Par ki ng her butt on the edge of the desk, Sandy began paw ng through the
pile of pink 'Wile You Wre Qut' slips and said, "Pooor Baaaby. Being ny
secretary isn't enough for you anynmore, huh? Don't | pay you enough?"

The phone rang and he answered it, then held it out to her as he said,
"John again. 1'll see you later, Sandy. It's closing tine and |I' m shooti ng
| eague tonight."

Noddi ng, she said, "Thanks, Jackie. Have a good night."

Grabbi ng his coat as he headed for the door, he grinningly said, "A ways
do."

Per chi ng the phone on her shoul der as she riffled through the nessages,
Sandy said, "Hi, John."

"Hi, Sandy. Alan's in charge of the Sandy contests now. You'll be hearing
from hi m soon. "

"Al ready have, John. Thanks."

"You tal ked to Cade?"

"I did, and he's in Andrea's hands until the conversion is finished."

"That woman can handl e him Sandy. Cade's a sucker for eyes like hers."

"I saw how you | ooked at her, John." She snickered and added, "Sucker."

Laughi ng, John said, "Yeah, all right, she got me, too. Any hitches or

glitches?"
"Afew, but I think they'll work out. Unless you need him for sonething,
I"mgoing to bring himout here to work on the base in a couple of weeks."
"You know us. W don't always know if we'll need somebody 'till we need

him O her. Thanks again. Ch, and | covered your butt about those nelted
vi deo tapes. The report now says a nmachi ne nal functi oned and overheated."

"You didn't have to do that, John. Those tapes were a nmessage to sone
peopl e. "

"Ch, your nessage got through, Sandy. | just fixed the official report so
there couldn't be any official flak later. Is there anything el se?"

"You called me, John. That's ny line."

"Ah, so it is. Wll, there's nothing at this end of things. Keep ne posted
about Cade, will you?"

"WIl do."

"Thanks, Sandy. Later. Bye."

Bef ore she could say 'you're wel conme', he'd di sconnected.

Sandy tossed the handful of nmessages back in the basket and left the



office to return to the roof.
lifting into the sky again for a cruise around the

t he eveni ng.

At the intersection of Las Vegas Boul evard and
out of the sky to push a stalled truck to the side

A qui ck change | ater

she was in uniform and
city before going hone for

Lake Mead Road she dropped
of the road and half an

hour | ater she hel ped a Cessna land in one piece when the pilot passed out.
VWhen nothing el se seened to require her attention by one in the norning,

Sandy headed hone to see if a certain someone she was rather fond of had

fini shed tweaki ng her website.
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