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CHAPTER ONE
I had absolutely no luck getting John to carry a skateboard, but he reluctantly allowed me to turn his baseball cap backward before we went into the mall.
Hundred-year-old vampires can be so damned stubborn sometimes. Still, with Oakley Blades hiding his baby blues, an oversized black 'Cremaster' T-shirt hanging down over his dark green Big Dog shorts, and Nike Moab sandals on his size elevens, he looked about sixteen years old. A very fit sixteen, granted, but what the hey.
Covering his eyes nailed the look, if I can use that verb. After a century or so, vampire eyes reflect wisdom totally out of keeping with their seeming physical age. Nobody'd think he was a teenager if they looked into his eyes. Someday I'll have the same problem, I suppose. At twenty-five, though, it'll be a while.
Hard to imagine that only a month ago I'd never heard of Colonel John Tierney or the 'No Collateral Damage' units, a couple of the Pentagon's better kept secrets.
It was a new twist on the old story. "A month ago I couldn't even spell 'vampire,' and now I are one." I didn't get the Change in the traditional literary way, though, with fangs and so forth. To make me his arterial offspring, John put his blood into me with a five cc. syringe, the proper Victorian bloodsucker's equivalent of the turkey baster.
So after the Change, as we call it, I was still First Lieutenant Megan Rose Connolly, and still a tad over six feet tall, with white-blond hair, a stub nose, grey eyes, and way too many freckles. Except now I could bench-press a compact car, heal almost instantly, and out-reflex every living thing except another vamp.
And live forever. As the Gen-Y teenager I was dressed like would probably phrase it, it was way cool.
None of those swell new abilities strengthened my bladder, though, and I had to pee pretty damned bad by the time we parked the car at the mall. We'd been following a Saudi Arabian princess and two of her college friends, supposedly to prevent her kidnapping. It was a boring, bullshit job not much different from ninety percent of everything else the Army hands out. Still, this was my first assignment with John, and I'd been nervous all day. The mall, when we finally got inside, was a relief. My stomach butterflies didn't go away, but there were bathrooms.
As malls go, Washington Square was pretty generic. Broad aisles, bright skylights, plenty of large plants. The crowds were mostly upscale, teenagers and young families, with very little polyester in evidence. John and I walked hand-in-hand, trying to blend in, just another teen-aged couple in Gen-Y clothes, padding along, pausing now and then to look in a window or examine a display. But we were always about seventy-five feet behind the trio of young college girls, the dark-skinned one being Princess Sarima, the niece of Prince Fahid, the guy we were assigned to.
We'd been in the mall an hour, and nothing had happened. My nerves were no calmer, but at least I didn't have to pee -- or drive. John had been pretty picky about my driving all day, more so after lunch. Now that we were out of the car, he was much quieter.
Too quiet. His silence was almost as grating as his earlier overly-helpful comments about my skills behind the wheel.
"John, talk!" I whispered to him, tugging his hand. "We're supposed to be shopping, a somewhat social occasion. You know, like normal kids. Verbal exchange and cheerful teen banter. Talk to me! Don't bear down so hard. Maybe nothing's going to happen."
He offered me a faint smile, arching an eyebrow. "Weren't you complaining earlier about my talking too much, Meggie? I feel that something is about to happen. What is it you're always saying? 'Trust me.'"
That's how experience works at his age, I guess. Goes with the turf. I had no response, but I wanted something more concrete and convincing. And the moment I had that thought, it happened. Of course.
Between us and the girls, three middle-easterners rose from one of the mall benches, moving in on their unwary prey. Snatch and grab. No weapons in sight, which meant little. Both of us were carrying; they probably were, too. We increased our pace, stepped around the three men, then turned to face them, separating them from the girls. The Princess went on talking animatedly to her friends, apparently unaware of what was about to happen behind them. My stomach knotted up.
John was on the balls of his feet, hands open at his sides, poised for something he'd probably done a thousand times. The three Arab hoods watched the Princess and her friends drifting away, and their eyes darted from the girls to us and then back. They had not been prepared for any confrontation. Amateurs. My gut unclenched some, but a hint of noontime taco resurfaced in the back of my mouth.
They decided to try to push their way past.
"I have the two smaller ones, Megan," said John, anticipation strengthening his brogue. "You take the big fellow!"
'Big fellow,' my ass. The guy probably ate hay. From his looks, he was an Arab street tough, bearded and bulky, a little taller than me, maybe six-two, and close to three hundred pounds. He looked at my short hair, momentarily perplexed, but my chest gave me away. He grinned widely, revealing big white incisors, as he realized I was a woman. One ugly bastard. He reached for me.
He grabbed my right wrist, his grin broadening, and pulled me in. The moment he touched me, my nervousness vanished. I let myself be drawn toward him, then twisted sideways, so that he was holding me across my stomach. When he brought his other arm around, starting to really get into his work, I gripped it six inches above his wrist, and crushed the bones while twisting out of his grasp.
That got his attention. His eyes widened in shock as the pain hit, and he let go of me fast. I backed away as he dropped to his knees. He clutched his injured left arm with his right hand, making a harsh mewling sound, staring up at me in disbelief. I stared back, only a little less surprised.
I glanced over at John. He was dealing with the other two by slamming them together repeatedly. Goddess only knew what he could've done with the skateboard. They looked seriously quelled. One hung from John's right hand, the other lay off to the side, curled into a ball, hugging his stomach and puking. Other mall-goers began moving rapidly away from our little fracas.
When I turned back to my guy, it was all too clear that I'd broken the wrong arm. A dully-gleaming 9 mm. silenced automatic was shakily centered on my midsection. Behind me, probably seeing the gun, someone screamed. I started for the guy, cursing myself. A tad late. He fired, the sound barely audible, but the impact sending me sprawling backward, popped right in the gut. I felt the back of my leather jacket flip up when the slug exited. Waves of pain radiated out from my midsection as I fell onto my back, knocking the wind out of me. My shoulder holster dug into my left armpit. The retreating crowds ran.
The kevlar liner probably saved the jacket, but, looking down at my midsection and the oozing hole, I realized my favorite R.E.M. T-shirt was history. Which was not my main problem; my main problem was the pain. It hurt like a sonuvabitch. Gasping, I levered myself up on one elbow in time to see John kick the gun away from the guy and smash the arm I should have. Shock welled up through the adrenaline as he pulled me upright and put his arm around my shoulders. His eyes scanned the area, searching for more enemies and gauging the effect of our short battle on the mall's patrons.
"You'll be all right." His face was filled with concern. "You only have to bear the first few moments. The pain will fade rapidly, but it's worst the first time."
"Yeah, right. Just keep me up! Damn, it hurts!" My voice was a feeble croak, my breath coming in deep gasps as my body sucked in more oxygen to power the damage repair. I hung onto John. One thing for sure, no way was I going to turn around and see parts of me spread in a bloody fan on the floor tiles.
We started away from the scene, slowly, one foot in front of the other, ignoring the moans of the three would-be kidnappers. No one was in sight within fifty yards, though I could see a few faces peeking cautiously through storefront windows and around the edges of planters. As we passed the big guy, I looked down into his pain-drawn face, his brown eyes filled with terror, and his forehead beaded with sweat. He was certain I was gonna whack him right there, which is what he would have done, had the proverbial shoe been on the other foot. I mustered up a weak smile. "Keif halak?" 'How is your health?' in Arabic. His eyes went even wider, he cringed back, choked out a few "Allahs," and fainted. Sometimes I have that effect on men.




CHAPTER TWO
John was not about to let my humor hinder our leaving. He muttered in my ear, through clenched teeth. "Time to go, my dear. Security people will be here very soon, and we are most conspicuous." Always the business at hand. That suited me fine.
After a few more yards, walking got easier. I didn't hurt at all, and I could shuffle under my own power. The crowds, curiosity overcoming their fear, started to flow back toward the confrontation scene. We tried to blend in as well as we could. No one paid us more than passing attention. We looked too normal and too young, at least as long as nobody lifted up the back of my jacket. By the time security responded, we were around the closest corner, right in front of a small yogurt place.
John pulled a chair out for me, plopped me down, stuck his cap on my head, bill first, and made sure I wouldn't topple over.
"A perfect moment for some nutritious yogurt, don't you agree, Meggie? I'll only be a minute." He left me with my mouth hanging open in surprise and my elbows resting on the small table, then walked to the counter and ordered. The girl behind the counter asked him what the commotion in the main mall a few minutes earlier had been. John shrugged his ignorance, and they agreed, laughing, that it was probably only yuppies fighting over a new shipment of Birkenstocks.
We had just started on two large chocolate yogurts and even larger drinks, when the security people strode purposefully by. Hands on the butts of their pistols, they passed us with no more than a cursory glance, eyes probing the shop fronts and alcoves. John gave them a polite smile; I kept my nose in my yogurt. My straw-pale hair would be the one thing witnesses would remember, though the baseball cap covered it now. The jacket certainly hid the hole in my shirt, and all the action hadn't dislodged my new Killer Loops shades. I just hoped there wasn't any noticeable blood or gore on the back of my jeans, and, though I hadn't actually seen it, my mind kept jumping back to the Megan 'pizza topping' I'd left behind at the shooting scene.
By the time my spoon scraped the bottom of the yogurt tub, my earlier pain had been replaced by a hellish itch. My back to the security people, I watched John's gaze follow them as their search ebbed back the way it had come. My drink was half-gone before they were again out of sight.
"Very clever, John. Sitting instead of running. We're clear?"
"Yes, unless they get a description which fits us. Best we sit quietly for a few more minutes before leaving."
"What about the girls? I lost track of them in the excitement."
"The moment your opponent fired, they fled toward this exit. If their car is gone when we arrive back outside, then it's safe to assume that we stopped the attempt. For today."
"Yes." Then it hit me. "Hey! Those guys must have been following the Princess while we were."
John stuck the last spoonful of yogurt in his mouth and smiled as he swallowed. "Several cars in front of us, a time or two. There were four of them, I believe, so the driver must have remained with their vehicle. Not enough to pose any threat to three alarmed young women moving quickly."
At my expression of indignation, he raised a hand and said, "Meggie. You requested in no uncertain terms that I not keep prattling on about those around us in traffic. I honored that." He indicated my empty containers. "Do you want something more?" I did.
This time, John spent a longer time with the cash- register girl. She was clearly interested in this mature-looking young dude in front of her, and she chattered on like a frigging magpie. And I would never have guessed he even knew who Pearl Jam was, let alone Eddie Vedder. As I sucked on my plastic spoon, licking off the last of my yogurt, I contemplated John Tierney and my new condition.
Never would have happened if my grandfather hadn't died last year. Funny to have death be the messenger of eternal life, but there it is. John was my grandmother's much older first cousin, and he'd kept track of the family over the years, even though they thought he was dead. He saw me in uniform at the funeral from his seat in the rear of the church. With the fragmentation of the old world order, his 'tasks,' as he calls them, were getting more numerous and complicated. The Pentagon black budgets and the things they sponsor, like the NCD units, have tremendous power and influence within the military. Requests are almost universally granted. He'd checked on me, liked my record, and asked. And here I was, as simple as that.
But a month into the program, I still didn't have much of a handle on my new boss or what made him tick. There was something driving him, hidden under his thick layers of reserve and caution, I was sure of that. Watching him when he wasn't aware of it, I would see determination flicker over his features for a few seconds, as whatever drove him surfaced in his consciousness. But I didn't have a clue what it might be, except for maybe sex, and I was sure that wasn't it.
The sex with me was more of a Catholic thing, easier to figure. The problem was Deirdre, who gave John the Change. Once they'd met, in 1918, in Eastern Oregon, she was love personified, she was eternal longing, and she was mega-guilt. He is such a sap about it. It took them over a year of unprotected sex before John Changed, and the moment Deirdre realized what had happened, she was gone like a shot. He searched frantically for years, but never found her.
It's a good thing he's so strong -- he needs a lot of strength to carry a torch that size. Not to mention over seventy years of chastity, and a resultant accumulated load that could've probably blown through sheet steel, if improperly handled.
Nice I showed up when I did.
Interesting that vamps have it so strong for each other, eager little bloodsuckers that we are. The books don't mention the sex drive part of the Change, unfortunately, which isn't so surprising. They got most of the other stuff wrong, too, like garlic, crosses, holy water, and sunlight. Our situation'd be laughable, really, if John wasn't so damn guilty over lusting after me.
And that's what it is. Lust. Oh, he loves me after a fashion, but not like he loves Deirdre. Since I'm family, there's even a hint of incest involved, so our whole relationship is a psychologist's wet dream. John's too, I suspect.
I figured the Deirdre thing out on the day John and I met, and the sexual attraction between us surfaced within twenty-four hours of my own Change. John's other goal beside reuniting with Deirdre, and I was sure there was one, was the real mystery. My suspicions were that it somehow involved World War II. He didn't talk much about his first five years in the Army, but had no reluctance to talk about the nearly fifty years since. With his skills and the learning potential of the Change's eidetic memory, why the hell would he stay in the military, unless he had a hidden agenda?
John slid another load of yogurt in front of me, jarring me out my reverie. I gave him a quick grin.
"You looked thoughtful, just then," he said.
I stirred my yogurt slowly.
"Just thinking how I could have handled that mess better."
"Easy answer, Meggie. Broken both his arms initially."
"No shit," I said, shaking my head. "It turned into a small-time cluster fuck."
He grimaced. "I hate that term, Meggie, as well you know. At any rate, you now have a next time to get it correct."
"True enough," I replied, attacking my yogurt with renewed zeal. "Thanks, Dad."
Ten minutes later, my second helping devoured, we strolled out through the big doors of the mall, window- shopping as we went. Once we were into the parking lot, I leaned against the car roof while John got the door opened, pleased to see that the Mercedes and the Princess were gone. Then I climbed in and sagged against the leather seat, stretching my legs out as far as possible. Even the itch had faded. The weakness had joined the itch, leaving only some residual thirst that the soft drinks hadn't quite eliminated. John, having been in this situation before, dug behind the seat and handed me a quart bottle of his favorite electrolyte mix. I guzzled half of it down, and sighed.
"Now, if I only had a large thick-crust Caro Amico pizza, my recovery would be complete."
John regarded me and my appetite with mild alarm, then pointed between the seats to his digital cell-phone. "You make the call; I'll go in and get the pizza. On Barbur, isn't it?"
I nodded as I tapped in the number, my mouth watering in anticipation. Nothing like getting shot to give you an appetite.
Ten minutes later, on and off the I-5 freeway, John parked the Audi in the lot behind and below Caro Amico's, right next to Front Avenue, then went inside. When he was out of sight, I dug into my belt-pack and pulled out a thin plastic folder of photographs. One of the things I've learned in the Army is that you'd better keep as many of your personal memories as possible with you. The safe place you have them tucked away in today might not be there when you get back tomorrow.
John, I thought ruefully as I unfolded the pictures, was not the only one missing someone.
I smiled at the pictures of my folks and little brother and sister. My parents looked like always, solid middle-class Americans, Dad the small-town coach, Mother the owner-operator of the only local bookstore. Next was my brother Desmond, who was tall and auburn-haired like our mother, and then my perpetually angry and intense sister Mairead, for once managing something like a smile for the camera, her angular face briefly resembling Mom's. None of us look much like Dad, I'm afraid, though age may change that, at least for my sibs.
Then my fingers, shaking slightly, came to the picture I wanted. Two muddy, grubby women in incredibly filthy cammies grinned exuberantly out at me, arms around each other's shoulders, each carrying an M-16. The rifles were the only things in the photograph that were even remotely clean. A lump formed in my throat.
One, of course, was me. The other was Farrell Gray, my college roommate, fellow ROTC student, and, ultimately, quartersmate in the Army. Except for vacations, holidays, and the occasional weekend apart, we had lived more or less in each other's pockets for nearly eight years.
Until my grandfather's funeral. Until John. My orders split us up, even though I raised serious hell up and down the proper channels trying to get them rescinded. Farrell, never much for accepting the Army's bullshit, had resigned her commission in disgust, and was now part owner of a business in Portland. I'd thought I could weather being away from her; I'd thought wrong.
Though Farrell'd never shown any sexual interest in me that she followed up on, plenty of people who didn't know us well assumed we were lovers. We weren't. In college, Farrell had played with baby dykes and LUGs -- Lesbians Until Graduation -- and I'd dated in what she called 'the carrot patch,' and that hadn't changed in the military. Still, our lives were intertwined in ways I hadn't imagined until we were separated. It was a kind of love, I supposed, or close.
I looked at her square, tanned features as she grinned out of the picture. Even grimed with mud, her white-toothed smile was impossibly bright, and her copper eyes glinted wickedly under short-chopped black hair. Just looking at her picture made me feel good, except for the empty place she'd left inside me.
Farrell was the most important thing in my world. She was my hidden agenda. Now I thought I might have a fair chance of getting us back together.
I flipped the picture over and read the small poem she'd printed carefully on the reverse side.
When will I be home? I don't know.
In the mountains, in the rainy night.
The autumn lake is flooded.
Someday we will be back together again.
We will sit in the candlelight by the
West window.
And I will tell you how I remembered you
Tonight on the stormy mountain.
-Li Shang Yin
I covered the poem with my hand, unable to look any longer, tears welling up from somewhere under my heart. Closing my eyes didn't help. Salty droplets squeezed out between my pinched lids. At that moment, I wanted Farrell and me together in the candlelight by that west window more than anything else in the known universe.
John returned with the pizza before I stuck the photograph back into its holder. I was so intent on my memories that I didn't hear him until he opened the door. I about jumped a foot.
After handing me the pizza box, he looked me over carefully as he buckled his seat belt. One of his deep looks.
"Have you been crying, Meggie?"
"Yeah. Don't ask why, okay?"
"I don't have to. The photograph in your hand says it all. Your friend Farrell. And next you'll be trying to devise a method of convincing me to allow her to join us."
My mouth fell open. "How do you know that?"
He regarded me for several seconds, then gazed absently out the front window, his fingers drumming on the steering wheel. Without shifting his eyes back to me, he said, slowly, "I have watched and listened to you, Meggie. I know you well, in at least some respects. Your relationship with your friend Farrell is somewhat akin to mine with Deirdre. Asexual, perhaps, but similar. Megan, we can't just give all your friends the Change, you know." Adults always use your proper first name when they don't exactly approve.
"She's not just a 'friend,' John. She's -- well, whatever the hell she is." I held up the picture. "We work so damned well together. And I swear, she's the only one you'll ever hear me beg for. Nobody else." What could I say? I wasn't sure how to explain Farrell to him. Or even to myself. The words rushed out. "Look, John. I like feeling great all the time. The strength, the heightened senses, the ability to recover
in minutes from what just happened to me. Don't get me wrong; it's wonderful. But without Farrell, it's like part of me is gone. I didn't think it would be like this. But it is. And we could use the help," I finished, thinking that this was a real piss-poor sales pitch.
"You do know what you're asking of me, don't you, Meggie? You've spent nearly eight years with Lieutenant Gray, a vast time by your reckoning. Think of spending not just the rest of your normal life span with her, but a good deal longer. I will be doing the same, because of you. And I suspect that your relationship with Lieutenant Gray is not precisely as you've described it, even though you've spent virtually all your adult life with her. You need to think hard about each of these realities."
I swallowed. "Yes, sir. I have, sir." Very softly. And I had, I realized. I just hadn't faced the issue squarely.
He nodded, more to himself than me, I thought. "There's sense in what you say, though long may I live to regret it. You showed very sloppy execution today, letting your attention wander from your foe. You could have been killed, if you'd been shot in the head. As it was, you were only badly wounded. I blame myself for not providing additional training, but with one more person…well, that could have been a preventative and deciding factor." He chuckled, as he started the car. "As well you knew, when you began pursuing this line of thought. You are entirely too clever by half, Megan Rose. God forgive me for what I am about to do. I only hope that you didn't deliberately let yourself be wounded, to aid your own cause."
I kept my mouth shut and my gaze out the window as he drove us out of the pizza parlor's parking lot. We blew onto Front Avenue, southeast toward Macadam, the Audi's V-8 turbo thrumming deeply. I swallowed the last of the electrolyte mix with a loud slurp, closed my eyes, and let my head fall back against the cushions again. The smell of fresh pizza swirled around me, setting my saliva glands off big-time. Oh, well. 'Be All You Can Be,' the Army ads said. Right. A life of non-stop thrills.
Two minutes later, we were headed south along the riverfront. I opened my eyes a crack and watched John. He was concentrating on the road, hands light on the wheel, the Audi threading swiftly through traffic. For a man whose first travels were by foot or horsecart, he drives damned well. I cleared my throat.
The corner of his mouth tugged up in response.
"Happier now, I trust?" His voice sounded relaxed, at peace with the world, a total contrast to mine. My words tumbled out.
"Farrell will drive you completely batshit, John. Just wanted to let you know." I decided to push him a little. "You're basically doing this for me. Are you sure that's a good idea?"
Not taking his eyes off the traffic around us, he sighed. "Don't think that I haven't given this some thought, even before you raised the subject. You would say that I 'saw it coming.' And your point about our needing help is well taken, albeit brought up in your own interest." He shrugged. "From what you've said, she's even worse than you, Meggie, but she is your friend. You know and trust her." He dropped the car into the left-hand turn lane, then turned and faced me for a few seconds as we waited for the light to change. "And in the end, that's enough for me, don't you know."




CHAPTER THREE
In the aftermath of the mall fiasco, we sat on the floor of our riverside quarters eating pizza, trying to guess what the enemy's next move might be, and whether the Princess should be informed or not. My ruined T-shirt lay folded inside a plastic bag in the kitchen, a gruesome souvenir to show Farrell. My shirt would never heal, and a month ago, I wouldn't have either. I shuddered at the thought of it.
The last piece of the large thick-crust pizza vanished into my maw. John, sitting across from me in an overstuffed chair, had only eaten two pieces. Wiping my hands off on a wad of paper towels, I felt like one of those dumb adolescent turtles. I sat on the long, firm couch, my fresh-scrubbed body swathed in terry cloth, and my feet stretched out alongside the pizza box. Not burping yet, but close. I'd put down close to a gallon of various fluids, and, coupled with the pizza, my battered bod was pretty much restored from the gunshot wound.
My insides still crawled, thinking about what kind of an exit wound had produced that hole in the T-shirt.
"John, we need to tell the Princess. If she's going to grow up to make a significant contribution to her country's future, she has to come to grips with reality. And make her own decisions, have some say in things."
I watched the little wheels turn behind his eyes. He nodded, his gaze on mine, but his thoughts directed inward. "Absolutely correct, Meggie. It will cause her some apprehension, naturally, but it will make our mission easier if she's alerted to the potential problem. I'll leave a message for Fahid that we should meet first thing in the morning. While you were showering, I called down to the staff. They don't expect him to return until late. The Princess is with him."
"It would be nice if we knew how many bad guys there are," I said. "You slowed your pair down, and the 'big fellow,' as you so nicely put it, is unlikely to be much of a threat for a couple of weeks. The problem may be over."
John just looked at me, his bland, unnerving look.
"Okay, John. Maybe it's not."
* * * * *
I called Farrell the next morning, before she left for work. I asked if we could meet for lunch, said that I had a job for her, but that it would mean taking some time off. She sounded puzzled, but agreed.
After a hasty breakfast, John and I headed for our conference with Fahid, Sarima, and Mesfer, the Prince's combination secretary and bodyguard.
Sarima was pissed. At her uncle, not at us. Her dark, narrow face was flushed, and the look in her brown eyes could have blistered the paint off an Abrams tank. Fahid had
obviously been on the receiving end, and relief had flooded his features when we knocked and entered.
"Ah, Colonel Tierney, Lieutenant Connolly, so good of you. This is my niece, Sarima. We were just discussing her…experience yesterday in the mall."
"Ours, too," I said, nodding to Mesfer, who stood silently behind Fahid, amusement shining in his oriental eyes. Even tickled, the guy looked terminally dangerous, like the Asp in my dad's old Orphan Annie comics, slicked-back hair and all.
Sarima shook my hand and then John's, curiosity replacing some of the anger on her face. We sat quietly while Fahid tried to explain that his brother, Sarima's father, had asked that she not be told we were following her. She gradually calmed down, even managing a smile, and agreed to stay close to the nest for the next day or so. She did get off a good line, however, "My father can be such a fool."
If I succeeded in talking Farrell into joining us, we'd have much better odds, and Sarima could resume her normal activities, with some caution.
With the other decisions made, it was up to me to bring Farrell on board. It was actually kind of funny, when I thought about it. How do you tell your best friend that you have this medical condition that cuts you off from friends and family, not to mention the rest of humanity? That you're incapable of having anything approaching normal social or
sexual relationships, and you might pass it on to your kids, too? Provided you can have kids. And, once over those little hurdles, how do you explain that you want to share it with her? What do I say? 'Hey, Farrell, good buddy! There's this little blood thing that I got from this guy, with some very interesting side effects. And, by the way, did you ever happen to read that book by Bram Stoker?' Too weird.
Finding a parking spot in northwest Portland was never easy. I finally found one about three blocks from Farrell's store, north of West Burnside Street, in an area filling up with loft apartments, artist's studios, and artsy little businesses. Officially, it's the Pearl District. It's not exactly Yupptown, like Nob Hill farther west, but the infestation of trenders and trendettes is definitely moving in. Potloads of Volvos and older BMWs were everywhere, with lots of new stained glass on the storefronts.
The clouds from last evening's summer storm had left numerous shallow puddles on the old concrete of the sidewalks, and the gutters were half-full. Mixed with assorted petroleum products, the gutter water looked like melted rainbows. There were no munchkins over these rainbows, though, just one very good friend.
We'd met as college freshmen in the fall of 1984, roommates, recruited to beef-up the front line of the University of Oregon's women's basketball team, the 'Lady Ducks.' 'Ducks,' you say? Hey, it's better than the 'Beavers' of Oregon State.
My folks had trooped me down to Eugene from Molalla, settled me into the dorm, performed the Irish-style emotional farewell, crying and carrying-on. I still razz my little brother and sister about their caterwauling that day. Practically had to towel down the room after they left, although Mairead did calm down enough before leaving to see how far she could spit out my third-floor window.
I'd met Farrell's older sister, Cameron, on one of my college visits the previous season. Cam and the U of O's only serious All-American, the talented Tyrene Johnson, had recruited me heavily, as they say. A hick from the sticks, I was flattered by the attentions of two experienced players. Cam had this shark's grin that was enough to scare anybody, but she was largely responsible for my choice of schools. I even looked forward to getting to know her little sister.
Anyway, I returned from a stroll around campus, to find my room open. Cam was doing summer graduate work, and she'd called to let me know that her family was due about noon.
Initially, it reminded me of those nature programs where the intrepid narrator-cameraperson walks fairly close to a pride of lions, hopefully soon after a recent kill. The big cats sprawl around amidst the shrubs and veldtgrasses, gazing curiously at the interloping humans. Maybe with some thoughts about where their next meal is coming from. Makes the hairs on the back of your neck stand up. Old savannah primate fears. All six members of the Gray family were lounging in my -- now 'our' -- room. Cam was smiling, arms outstretched, indicating that here indeed were the loveable Grays. Farrell I recognized from the clippings Cam'd sent me, and Doctor and Mrs. Gray were the older adults. The tall guy with the seal-brown hair was obviously Eric, the oldest, and the bored-looking gangly teen-aged girl had to be Sloan. Even with that introduction, and having read all about Farrell's high school career, my neck got real bristly.
The only Gray under six feet tall was Mrs. Gray. If I excluded Cam, five pairs of eyes looked me up and down, sizing me up for future reference, or maybe just choosing favorite portions. Mrs. Gray came over and grabbed my hands.
"And you're Megan Connolly! You look just the way Cammie described you! All those freckles and that lovely blonde hair! And now you're going to room with our Farrell Lynn!" There were a lot of exclamation points inside this woman, I thought, smiling fixedly back at all the tan faces in what I hoped was an endearing and nonthreatening manner. The more primitive part of my brain wanted to escape, but Mrs. Gray's hands prevented that. She had a strong grip, and plenty of calluses, too.
When Mrs. Gray released me, 'our Farrell Lynn' shook my hand. She had that same grim smile they all had, only more so, with those copper-brown predator's eyes. My gut knotted up nicely. An hour later, after we had gotten to know one another some, I felt much better. Not relaxed, maybe, but better. When the talk ran down, her family agreed to come back and take Farrell and me out to dinner, after we got 'settled in.'
Then, things got grimmer.
They left me with Farrell.
We sat in silence for a minute after the door closed, me in one of the desk chairs, elbows resting on the desktop, Farrell sitting on her side of the desk, which extended clear across the room. Her arms were clasped around her knees, which were drawn up to her chest.
The autumn colors were not yet showing, but that pre-fall dullness covered the leaves on the trees outside our third-floor window. The afternoon heat had built up a bit, and a light wind rustled through the fading summer greenery. I wondered if this tall dark girl with her black hair cut as short as mine might actually be feeling some emotional loss, with her family leaving her alone with a stranger. I could understand that. I felt a little lost myself. I finally decided to break the silence.
"Your brother's really nice looking." My voice sounded reed-thin. Nervousness always used to do that to me.
Farrell turned her head away from the window, toward me, eyebrows raised. Then she smiled wide, her eyes lighting up.
"Oh, yeah, people think he's just cuter than anything. Problem is, he knows it. All my friends had crushes on him when he was still at home." She laughed, a husky contralto. "Besides Mom and Dad, Eric's the only one of us who tries to be charming at all." She snorted in derision, looking at me with speculation. "He probably thought you were cute, too. You know how men are. He just wanted to get his reptile inside your receptacle." She grinned again.
I was a lot more innocent back then, but after a few stunned seconds, I began to giggle. Then Farrell joined in. We laughed until tears came. Finally, after we stopped those little bursting restarts people do when they're being totally silly, we caught our breath and wiped our eyes.
She reached over and patted me on one cheek. "That's the good news, kid. The bad news is that I think you're pretty cute, too." Her grin got more definite, one eyebrow lifted, and I realized that we wouldn't be competing for dates.
"Uh…" I said, too quickly, my voice still sounding like I'd swallowed a piccolo. "Should I be careful around your parents?"
"Naah! I've been out since sixth grade. They probably knew before I did. They're fairly cool about it, considering."
Farrell's smile softened a notch. "But don't worry. Okay?" That broke the tension. She swung down off the desk and rummaged in her closet, coming up with a basketball, spinning it on an index finger. "Let's go shoot some hoops."
And we did. As I remember, I mashed her nose pretty good, and she damned near broke one of my ribs, that first of many one-on-ones.
Afterward, we did what every new set of roomies do in college. We talked about our folks and siblings, agreed that our families were hopelessly behind the times, and talked until the wee hours. Eventually, we expounded our individual philosophies, and amazed each other with our shared regard for the old Goddess-oriented religion.
It was like meeting a sister I never knew I had; it was the pivotal event of my life before the Change.
And so it began.




CHAPTER FOUR
I'd been into Farrell's store only once, three weeks earlier, and had discovered then that even years of being exposed to Farrell's sex-toy addiction wasn't enough preparation. Today I opened the door and stepped into this place of chrome and leather, latex and spandex, lotions and oils. A long glass case filled with all manner of sexual aids ran along one side of the store, and the wall behind it held an array of whips, restraints, and collars, plus assorted indefinables. Racks of cards and videos occupied the floor space. I'd examined some of the cards on my earlier visit, and was surprised to find how really clever many of them were.
Fred, one of Farrell's partners, stood behind the counter, smiling benignly at me. Well, sort of a smile. He doesn't have any front teeth. Fred is responsible for the gay male products. Farrell likes him a lot, says he's been real blood smart in his relationships, which is more than I can say, I guess, even if mine was a choice.
"Hello, Megan. Farrell said you'd be in. Is duty still calling?" Fred's voice is a mellow baritone, very warm and friendly. Definitely one of the good guys, truly caring.
I grinned back. "Yeah. Got a Temporary Duty assignment here in Portland, until next week. Farrell's probably told you. I'd like to borrow her for a few days." Glancing toward the rear of the store, Fred dropped his voice a few decibels. "Farrell misses you, Megan. Terribly. Even though she's close to her family, and occasionally talks to me about things, she really only trusts and confides in you. You more than anyone, I think." He kind of dwindled off, awkward and embarrassed at having said as much as he had. Still, I got the point. I nodded, and headed in her direction.
The last time I'd been by, Farrell had been heavily involved with two nearly identical members of an all-redhead FemMetal band, Rust Lust. I'd sort of met them three weeks earlier, though they'd basically ignored me except to glare. Jealous and uncomfortable, for sure, which I found funny as hell. Farrell'd said they tended to drop into the store during the afternoons, but I didn't see any glossy little leather-clad coppertops hanging around when I walked into Farrell's work area, so maybe she'd shooed them off. Or they'd needed to have their batteries changed.
Farrell was bent over a piece of work, her dark coarse-haired head hunched between her broad shoulders. Her hands and the punch worked rhythmically through the leather under her fingers, her jaws doing the same beat to a wad of gum. She looked like she'd been keeping up with her weights.
Her gaze lifted, she smiled, and the warm feeling I always get around her swept over me. "Megs. Good to see you. Give me a couple of minutes here, and we'll 'do lunch.' Okay?" She bent back down over the table, without waiting for a reply, still smiling.
"You're looking good, Farrell. Work goin' all right?" Jeez, we're always so proper at first when we haven't seen one another for a while that it's almost a ritual. She muttered a vaguely positive response, but kept punching.
Farrell has a secondary business that she sort of fiddled around with in the service, Bulldagger Graphics, a line of posters and T-shirts. Wherever we were stationed, she'd always find some silk-screen outfit to print 'em up for her, and the Army always looked the other way. Some had even found their way into Saudi. Droll examples of her sense of humor were displayed all over the store. The shirt she was wearing, black letters on fluorescent green, was typical. 'Love It or Shove It. Both Ways Work.'
On the wall behind her hung a large black-and-white poster of the two of us in the Sarawat Mountains of Saudi Arabia. One of the MODA officers had taken the picture not long after we'd arrived in Kingdom. Sweaty and grinning with our short hair and automatic weapons, our arms were around each other's shoulders, and 'Be All You Can Be' underneath us in block letters. Farrell swears she's sold dozens of copies of that poster to lovestruck teenage lesbians, and I've no reason to doubt it. But my all-time favorite of her products was the button pinned to her shirt today. 'Fuck Sex.' I'd worn one in front of John once, and he'd about choked on his porridge. Of course, it's easy to shock someone with nineteenth century sensibilities.
Farrell straightened up from her work table, apparently at some good stopping point, and grinned widely. "Well, Megs, how's my favorite little cocksucker? Still able to breathe through your nose?" So much for the strained formality. I laughed. "Fine, Farrell darling. Everything functions. But, tell me, do you still display a high level of shrewd intelligence and well-developed language skills?"
She snickered. "You mean, am I still a cunning linguist? You bet! Always." We both laughed.
Farrell stuck the punch in her work rack and flicked off the light, standing and stretching for a few seconds, running her fingers through her lightly spiked hair, massaging her scalp.
"You got cooties again, Gray?" I asked. "The Army's got some stuff for 'em. I'll send you a bottle."
She came around the counter. "Spare me your shit, Connolly, and give me a hug."
We embraced, our usual real crusher, me holding back a bit to avoid hurting her. I didn't want to start my explanations by breaking her ribs. Fred whistled from his
place at the other end of the counter, an eerie sound without those teeth. Her hug felt good. Farrell felt good, too.
We held each other at arm's length, doing the once-over, seeing if there were any changes in the past three weeks.
"Your hair's a tad shorter, Farrell. Almost a butch." The big hands on my shoulders tightened up, sign of a small score for me. Her copper eyes underneath dense lashes narrowed a bit. I felt my stomach bounce, knowing she sensed something. It's almost impossible for either of us to hide anything from the other, a legacy of our seven-and-a-half years living more or less in each other's pocket. She cocked an eyebrow at me.
"What's up, Megs? You've got more on your mind than the job you mentioned on the phone. Which sounded bogus, if you wanta know the truth." She cocked her head to match the eyebrow.
"I'll fill you in at lunch. I can't say anything here, though, okay?"
We let go of one another. She still looked suspicious.
"Nice leather shorts, by the way," I said. "Must drive your little redheads wild." I slid from my best bland smile to a look of purest innocence.
"Yeah, well, one of the redheads wore out, and the other one petered out." She shrugged, looking slightly sad. 'Petered out,' in Farrellese, means that her playmate ran off with a guy.
I gestured toward the door. "Hey, Farrell, I figured you left 'em out in the sun and they melted into little pink puddles of plastic. C'mon, lonely girl. Let's eat. You can cry on my shoulder about your lost loves. My buy."
Farrell strapped on her belt pack. Leather, of course, and no doubt filled with nasty edged implements, the same as mine. "Sounds good to me. Should get you out of here, anyway. You look so damn wholesome, you'll chase off the paying customers. Either that or distract them. How much time you got?" I checked my watch. "I told John I'd be back in about two hours. No problem to fill you in and make the drive back in that time." We were almost out the door. I said goodbye to Fred, giving him the high sign and a wink behind Farrell's back. He nodded, shot me a hopeful smile, and we were out the door.
We swung on down Oak Street, heading for Street Eats, a little veggie/pasta place Farrell had taken me to once before. Business drops after the noon hour, so there was only a young mother with two kids in the booth nearest the door, and some office folk seated along the windows facing Ninth.
The owner, Leo Kracowski, is a Polish ex-cab driver, ex-Army sergeant, who looks as big and burly as his name suggests. The rest of his family help out at the place. They like Farrell, which shows her toughness doesn't fool everyone.
Leo had spotted us through the windows, and trundled over to the door as we entered, rubbing his heavy hands and meaty forearms on his apron, a broad smile on his face.
"Good to see you again, Lieutenant Connolly," he rasped. "Nice of you to bring the Leather Nun. Will you be having the usual, Sister?" Farrell looked briefly sour, then smiled and sauntered back toward her favorite corner booth. I shook Leo's hand, then waved at Mrs. K and their daughter, who were peering out of the kitchen service window.
"Make it two of the usual and a couple of Henry's for starters, Leo. Good to see you again, and glad to see you still picking on Farrell. She needs more humility, don't you think?"
Now he really looked pleased with himself. "Damned straight, Lieutenant. Altogether too much pride. Probably coddled by permissive parents." Shaking his massive head knowingly, he walked toward the cooler. "I'll bring the beers out now."
Farrell had her back to the door, giving her some protection from the Kracowskis. I sat down opposite her, Leo only a few steps behind me with the Henry's. He slid a tray holding the beers and a pair of spotless glasses between us, then gave Farrell a huge smile and abbreviated bow, towel over one arm. I thanked him as he walked away, and twisted the tops off both bottles. I ignored the glasses, handed Farrell her bottle, and took a healthy pull on mine.
My father always says that the easiest way to get something out is to just say it. Sure, Dad. Spoken like a true coach.
Carefully removing her gum and wrapping it in a napkin, my best friend in all the world sat looking at me expectantly. Hands clasped around her beer, she slowly rotated the bottle while it gathered condensation and she waited for me to talk.
"Well?" she said, finally.
"What it comes down to is we need your help, Farrell. Two of us can't effectively run surveillance on the Princess, and…"
"Whoa!" She raised one hand. "Just a sec, Megs. You mean, there really is a Princess? And we get to be the Mario Brothers? Maybe you better back up to Assignment-Day One."
"C'mon, Gray. We were in Saudi together last year. You know as well as I do that they're knee-deep in princesses in the Kingdom."
"Sure, 'in the Kingdom,'" she said. "Not here. How'd you get this one, through some kind of 'adopt a Royal' program?"
I laughed. "Not exactly. Her uncle, Prince Fahid, has a health care recruiting service headquartered here. He spends a lot of his time in Portland and Sarima goes to Portland State."
"So, she got bad grades last term, and you guys have to keep an eye on her? Help her improve her study habits?"
"Wish that was it," I said. "You remember last year, when King Fahd started changing things in Saudi?" She nodded, and I continued. "It's stayed a bit unsettled since then, and some religious zealots decided to put pressure on the Royal Family by grabbing a princess. Saudi Intelligence operatives ferreted out enough information to learn their target might be Sarima, who spends most of her year in this country. John and I got the assignment of watching her. A little out of his usual line of work, and pretty dull, I figured, which definitely turned out to be wrong."
"And nothing's happened yet?"
"Not exactly. They tried to take her yesterday, out at Washington Square. Didn't notice us tailing her and her friends. We…convinced them to abandon their efforts."
I avoided mentioning that I'd had a hole as big as my fist blown out my back during the encounter. I'd show her my T-shirt later.
Her eyebrows went up, then back down. "You okay?"
"Yeah, both of us made it through, but we need another body to help out. That's where you come in."
She looked thoughtful for a few seconds. "Don't see why not. Now why don't you tell me the rest of it, before our sandwiches get here? I know there's more, Megs. I know you."
I inhaled, held it for a few heartbeats, gathering myself. "Farrell, your blood type's the same as mine, right?"
She frowned. "Yeah. We're both A-positive."
At my sudden grin, she grabbed my hands, and gave me her best stern look. "Megs, will you tell me what the fuck's going on, before I shake it out of you?" Smiling, she cinched down harder, speaking through clenched teeth. "Tell me! You give me some story about you and 'John' being assigned to guard a Saudi princess, to prevent her being kidnapped, and needing my help. But I know you, and something more's going down. So give!"
I disengaged my hands from her grip, put one palm up toward her. "Hold your horses, Gray. All will come in the fullness of time. First, some questions. Okay?"
Her look of frustration increased. "Okay."
"Would you consider going back on Active Duty?"
"Sure, for the right deal. And being back with you. Civilian life is fun, but I'm bored. Lots of imagination in the real world, not much action." Her curiosity was building nicely, but her gaze was still skeptical.
"Fair enough," I said. "Can you get out of the business, with or without your financial interest, and still maintain the goodwill of your partners?"
"Probably. Alternative lifestyles are in a good growth cycle."
"Good, Lieutenant Gray. Would you mind moving to Redmond and sharing duty with me and the Colonel?"
"What, without meeting him first? Hell, no!" Another suspicious look. "I've been reading between the lines of everything you've said or written about this guy. There's something weird about him, isn't there, Megs? He's going to drive me batshit, isn't he?" Her grin was open now, less guarded.
I tried not to laugh. "Two-way street on that, I think. But little doubt you'll bug the hell outa him. He's kind of old-fashioned. Here's his picture."
I dug in my fannypack, then handed the 3 X 5 to her around the beer bottles. "Tell me what you think." The photograph showed John after a run, black hair wet and curling, hands on his hips, clothes soaked, sweat dripping off of every part of him, with his very best slightly crooked, slightly sheepish grin. Those blue eyes practically leapt out of the picture. It's one of my favorites of him. He looks maybe twenty-five. Maybe.
Farrell's frown returned. She gave a low whistle. "Cute stud. A real biscuit. If I was in a child-bearing mood, he'd make me wanta run off to the store for a turkey baster. And I can see where you'd get a wide-on for him. Right up your alley, I'd say." She poked the picture with a forefinger. "But you said when you were here three weeks ago that 'John' was in his sixties. So what gives? This dude is not in his sixties."
I clasped my hands, resting my chin on the outstretched thumbs, looked her levelly in the eyes, and took a deep breath.
"Try a hundred-and-two in October."
There, I'd done it.
With those words, I'd wedged a good-sized turd in my own pocket. Now all I had to do was pry it out.




CHAPTER FIVE
Farrell's response was predictable. Her eyes widened, then narrowed, and she started to laugh. When she noticed I wasn't smiling, though, she froze, and stared at me. I had definitely gotten her attention.
"Now, before I start with this, Farrell, you have to promise me that this goes no further than you. Not your family, not your friends, not your business partners, not anybody. Understand?"
She nodded, mute for once.
"Okay, what I'm going to tell you is the absolute truth, weird as it sounds. Every frigging word." She nodded again; I took another deep breath.
"Farrell, how'd you like to be stronger, faster, so quick-healing it'd scare you, and, with luck, have a life so long it might as well be forever? Sound good?"
Eyes still big, she nodded once more, mouth slightly open, about as close to amazed as she gets.
I pointed at the picture lying on the table in front of her, and continued in a whisper. "John was born in Ireland in 1890. He got here in 1912, settled in Heppner, in eastern Oregon. This girl, Deirdre, turned up about two years later. She worked in a general store. They met, and were…intimate, I guess, for a while. Call her a vampire. Not the stakes, crosses, or sunlight stuff, but all the other things. And she infected him with it."
"And you get it like AIDS or Hepatitis B?" Not slow, my buddy Farrell. In fact, making her believe had been a whole bunch easier than I'd thought it'd be. I'd planned on driving a knife through my arm, or some other bit of drama, so she could see how we healed. Her eyes looked slightly dazed, and that was all.
My turn to nod. "Exactly. Sharing body fluids. Same, same. In fact, John thinks AIDS might be a mutant strain of the same virus, just different in its action at the cellular level."
I took her hands in mine. "Look, Farrell, I know this's tough to accept, but you're my best friend, and I don't want time to take you away from me. I need you." I blinked away a tear. Keeping a strong grip on my hands with one of hers, she took a long pull on her beer. "So, what happened to the girl?" Farrell likes a good love story.
"You get sick for a few days when the Change starts, kinda like a moderate case of the flu, with a medium-grade fever. John can spin theories about the Change for hours. He figures most of Deirdre's sexual contact must have been with Native Americans, who are generally blood type O. If you're not blood type A, B, and maybe AB, John thinks you can't ordinarily develop the Change. It really doesn't transmit all that easily; again, just like AIDS. Anyway, when it started for him, the flu epidemic of 1918-1922 was in full swing. Deirdre must have thought he was a goner. She told him about herself. Big mistake."
I leaned toward Farrell for emphasis. "John says Deirdre was born about the time of Christ. Got the Change in what would become Germany, from some guy named Konrad, then she came to this country with Irish explorers, John thinks around 40-50 AD. The Lost Colonies, Greater Ireland and all that shit. She lived with the natives until the Europeans came back, then moved west with settlers in the late 1800's. Anyway, when John survived the fever, and his Change became obvious, Deirdre panicked, vamoosed into the night. He looked for her for years, but no luck."
Farrell thought for a moment. "Remember that play your folks dragged us off to in Portland, when we were in school? 'Deirdre.' Yeats, wasn't it? I 'spose it'd be too much to hope that this is that Deirdre."
"Well, John says it's her. He's spent a lot of time researching the legend. There are some versions where she didn't die at the end, and she got her revenge on Conchobhar Mac Nessa, the King of Ulster."
"So your John pines for this two thousand year-old chick. Cool. But he never found her?" Farrell sounded disappointed.
"Nope. Spent more than ten years hunting, then finally gave up. He worked here in Portland until World War II, went into the Army, stayed in, semi-retired since the 'Nam. He's still on the Department of Defense payroll, though, doing little odd jobs that seem particularly suited to his talents. They don't know what he is, only what he can do."
"'Don't Ask, Don't Tell.' I've heard of that policy. Why'd he choose you as his Girl Wonder?" The curiosity in her eyes hadn't dimmed.
"He's my grandmother's first cousin. He sponsored her parents to emigrate to this country from Ireland, and has kept in loose touch since World War II. My family doesn't know who he actually is, just that he's related. When my grandfather died last year in Bend, John saw me at the funeral, in uniform. Apparently, the Pentagon has been keeping him busier than he wants, since the USSR fragmented and the Middle East boiled over."
I paused to take another swallow of beer. "He asked some questions, checked my records, and made his request to Department of Defense. Friends in very high places. He'd seen me when I was a little kid, and he preferred a relative to a stranger. 'Better the divil ye know, than the divil ye don't,' or something like that. You know how Irish families are. It hasn't been easy for him. He's from the 1800's, plus the military has insulated him from the modern world. I don't talk or act like his idea of Victorian womanhood. He's generally either shocked, embarrassed, or both. You'll really mess him up…" I trailed off. Mouth dry, I swallowed the last of my beer.
"So, the two of you screwed like crazed weasels for a couple of weeks?" To the bone, Gray, damn you.
I turned as red as only I can turn. Leo saved me by arriving with our food, kept me from stammering some stupid response. He looked at me funny, but was too much of a gentleman to ask. Farrell held up two fingers for more beer, clutching her throat to indicate its dryness, so he headed back to the cooler.
"Jesus, Gray, is sex all you can think about? With a matching blood type, you just draw some blood from the carrier and inject it into the recipient. We used about five cc.'s, and it worked fine. He considered the other way too inefficient, anyway. We'll do the same thing for you, only we'll have to wait until this Arab thing is over. We can't spare you for the two days it takes for the virus to set up housekeeping." I dug into my salad.
"I know you, Megs. 'John' this and 'John' that." She chuckled evilly. "Don't try to shit me. You're boinking your immediate superior officer." She took a large bite of sandwich. "You gonna let him skinny-dip in your gene pool, or can vampires have kids?" The last words were barely intelligible around her mouthful.
"I don't know. Maybe if both parents were Change carriers, but definitely not if the father was normal. John thinks the female carrier's virus'd go after the sperm, or destroy the fertilized egg, a foreign body reaction. It's possible that we're all sterile. For sure it changed my period. No cramping, no bleeding, no tampons. I'm not even sure I still ovulate." She grinned brightly at my last words.
Leo returned with our beers. I gave him a reassuring smile.
Farrell started up again, the moment he was out of earshot. "How long did it take you to make up your mind, once he made the offer?"
"I went for a walk, thought it over, said 'yes,' then agonized about it for a lot longer than that, afterward. I'm not too proud of that. You might want to think about it more than I did. Even with some fairly heavy-duty advances in longevity research, we're talking droves of dead relatives here. That bothers me a lot. I've been spending as much time with my family as I can, gotten real sticky. And also, the Change means a sharp decline in intimate relationships. In all fairness, that might be more of a problem for you."
"Is that some tone of moral superiority I hear, Megs? Or is it just the voice of someone who's getting laid regularly? You know I'm fairly selective about who I shack with, not some sex addict, regardless of what you might think."
"Oh, yeah. Right. Farrell Gray, Mistress of the Three-day Affair. And recently, not just one, but two funky little firecrotch metalheads. Tell me about it, dear!" I leaned forward, poking an accusatory finger at her, savoring my righteousness.
It took her aback. "Well, with two of them, I never had to turn over to get the other side warm," she said defensively. "And they were so cute in their buzzcuts. Just like potato chips, it was hard to stop with just one." She was about as close to whining as she gets. I loved it.
"Bottom line, Farrell: I've bunked close enough a few times to hear how you finish. After the Change, one of your orgasms could kill your partner. Not pretty if your arms or legs were wrapped around someone. You'd break her back, or crush her skull like an egg."
She stroked her chin thoughtfully. After pondering in silence for a few more seconds, she cheered up, and said, "But I've still got Otis. He generally gets the job done." Otis is mostly latex over a plastic endoskeleton, powered by two hefty NiCad batteries. "My parents dying I can live with. Probably. The hard part would be Eric, Cam, and Sloan. That'd be tough. Still -- it'd put you and me back together. But, tell me, how'd you talk 'John' into this? That must have took some doing."
"Not really. I did push him a bit."
She hooted loud enough to startle the woman and kids by the door. I heard Leo chuckle. People love Farrell's guffaw. "Shit, Megs. What've you been telling him about me? Not the truth, apparently. Or just the good parts?"
I agreed. "Just the good parts, and highly edited. No warts. He knows you mean a lot to me, that I miss you a bunch. By the time the whole story comes out and he knows what a pain you are, it'll be too late. He's a big boy; he'll get used to it."
"You do sorta love him, don't you?"
"Maybe," I said, shrugging. I wasn't really sure, myself. The Change was a significant part of our attraction. "Deirdre blew him outa the water big time. He may never be able to completely relax around me, but he does love me as well as he can, and seems to trust my judgment of people."
I poked her on the wrist. "Look what he's offering you. He's a dear and good man, Farrell, but he feels guilt that he couldn't find her, guilt that he wants me, guilt that he's being untrue to her. He does not put things down. Guy lives in a fantasy world. Anyway, he's not you, never will be, no one can ever be that. Until we were apart, I didn't realize how much I needed you, how well we ham-and-egged it together. I do now."
"Jesus, Megs, I'm gonna hafta change my underwear. You give excellent blurt." She held out her hand; I took it. Our gazes locked.
"Deal, Farrell?"
"Deal, Megs. Done." My knotted gut unraveled.
Grinning, we examined the remains of our food. Everything edible or drinkable had vanished.
Suddenly, Farrell started to giggle, muffling it with a hand.
"What now?" I said.
She swallowed, removed her hand. "Well, it just occurred to me." Swallowed again, struggling to get the words out. "Megs, you're a…a…hemo-sexual!" It was too much for her. One fist thumped the table, the other hand covered her mouth. She pinched her nose between thumb and forefinger, trying to stop laughing. Slowly she got back under control, wiped her eyes with a clean napkin.
I sat and waited, glaring. "Enjoying yourself, butthead? Personally, I think it's just venous envy, dear."
"Besides," I continued, "maybe you'll end up being a lymphomaniac, huh?"
That broke her up again. When she'd stopped, still grinning, she said, "One thing. I get your blood, right?"
I stood up. "Yeah, yeah, yeah, Farrell. Wouldn't have it any other way. And who knows, it might make you straight. Think about that while I go to the bathroom. Be right back."
If you can grin and scowl at the same time, she did. Then she flipped me off. But I knew from the look in her eyes and her predatory smile that she sensed I might be more inclined to physical intimacy with her after she Changed. She could be right. Dangerous thoughts. I knew that the Change brought a higher sex drive, but I wasn't about to tell her that. She could find out for herself.
"Is improved kidney function part of the deal?" she asked, as I walked away.
"No, Farrell, it's not!" I smiled to myself, though. The bathroom trip took me no more than five minutes. The restroom door is positioned on the north wall, with Leo's counter and the cash register between it and where Farrell was sitting. As I left the bathroom, she was looking at me. A second later, I realized that she wasn't looking at me, but at the kid with the pistol standing in front of Leo. And time stopped, almost.
Everything seemed to happen in slow-motion. Farrell reaching into her fannypack, rotating up out of the booth, on her feet. Leo with his hands in the air. The mother and children, the only other customers left in the restaurant, oblivious. The gunman registering that someone was moving just out of his direct line of vision, starting to turn his head toward Farrell. The looping overhand of her arm. The glint of reflected sunlight on polished steel turning, once, twice, as it left her right hand. The sound it made, cleaving the air; the meaty solid 'thunk' as it struck the robber in the head. His upper body shuddering as he let go of the gun, a raw scream ripping from his lungs. His hands clawing toward his face, not reaching it as he slowly collapsed, silent now, folding onto the countertop, knees giving out. His long, slow slide down to the floor, fingernails skritching over the wood on the edge of the counter. His body unfolding as he dropped, finishing full length on its back on the linoleum, heels doing a last frantic tattoo.




CHAPTER SIX
My heart in my throat, I scrambled around three tables to reach the kid as his twitching subsided. Skinny, with a pathetic try at a mustache. It'd never get any thicker now. A heavy knife handle wrapped in plumber's tape stuck out from his ruined left eye, six inches of steel blade driven through the back of the socket and into his brain. He'd been instantly blinded, never knew what hit him.
His last breath juddered out while I stood over him, listening to Leo calling 911. There wasn't much blood, but his sphincters chose that moment to fail, and the smell of urine and feces filled the room. The woman and the two kids sat in open-mouthed horror, seeing violent death for the first time. Mrs. K hurried out of the kitchen to them. I went to Farrell.
She sat sideways in the booth, legs out in the aisle, shoulders slumped, head in her hands. I squatted down beside her, right arm over her shoulders, mouth next to her left ear. My voice stayed steady, somehow.
"Nice throw, Gray. Didn't know you had that kind of accuracy in you. Nailed him dead in his tracks. Saved our butts, particularly Leo's. Made me feel pretty useless, even with all my new abilities." I was just talking, saying whatever popped into my head, giving her some distraction. My hand kneaded the back of her neck. She took in a huge lungful of air, held it, then slowly exhaled, repeated that a few more times as we listened to Leo on the phone. The 911 operator'd put him on hold at first, which pissed him off.
"Yeah, for certain he's dead, lady," Leo was saying. "Trust me, I was in the Army. I've seen dead people. You'd be croaked, too, if you had a knife buried in your head.
Send the cops and a meatwagon. That's right, corner of 9th and Oak. Don't worry, we'll all still be here. Goodbye." Leo thumped the receiver down, grunting his disgust. He came around the counter, stepping over the body while looking at the pistol laying next to the cash register amid the spatters of fluid from the gunman's eyeball. Reaching us, he dropped to one knee on Farrell's opposite side, and put a massive hand on her other shoulder.
"You probably saved my life, kid. Maybe the rest of us, too, depending on how crazy he was. Nobody's had a chance to do that for me since Southeast Asia. Thanks. Thanks from all of us." His voice started to choke at the last. He sniffed once, stood, turned away, and went to where his wife and daughter consoled the woman and her children. They held one another, Leo looking through the window at the normalcy on Oak Street. Farrell clung to me. Sirens sounded faintly in the distance, coming closer.
Just as the authorities pulled up outside, Farrell raised her head and looked at me, her eyes bleak. I kept working on her neck, maintaining contact.
"You doin' okay, Gray?"
She nodded silently, mouth working, trying to get words out. Bringing my ear up to her lips, I said, "C'mon, Farrell, tell me what it is."
Barely audible, the words came in a rush. "Megs, I wanted to stop him, but all I could think of when it left my hand was, 'What if I miss? I'm so close to having it all!
What if I miss?' God damn it! I hate that kind of second-guessing weakness. Gutless. Shit."
From about three inches away, I grinned at her. "Doesn't matter, Farrell. You whacked him; it was a great throw."
She managed a small wavering smile. "I was aiming for his throat, Megs, released it a hair early. Hell, it was a dumb stunt, anyway. Knives are not meant to be thrown. The best I should have hoped for was to distract him until you got there." Her smile fell away.
"Jeez, Farrell," I told her, stroking her hair. "It's okay. You're as human as the rest of us."
She let out a tiny giggle.
"You're not, Megs, not anymore, not exactly. And I won't be, either."
I gave her a dirty look, and then held her in silence. When we looked up again, the place was full of police.
It was chaos. The ambulance crew moved right in when the police photographer was done. Things got tidier. We all gave our statements. While they talked to Farrell and Leo, I phoned John, and told him what had happened. Then it was talk to reporters from The Oregonian, stand in the lights of the television crews who'd been alerted by the presence of all the official vehicles. Tried to say the right thing. Leo made coffee. The cops phoned John to verify that we were who we said we were. Knowing that Farrell was now with us, he covered nicely. They looked impressed when they hung up.
I managed to get that damned 'fuck sex' button off Farrell's T-shirt before the cameras went on. I gave it to some patrolman who wanted it for his girlfriend.
The media circus went on for almost two hours, but at last we were officially released and escaped out the back entrance of Leo's onto Burnside, hot-footing it to safety. Then we had to do the whole routine over for Fred and a bunch of leather freaks who'd ambled into the store while Farrell was gone. At the end, I walked Farrell to her Jeep CJ-5, hugged her massively, told her I'd see her when she got to our temporary quarters, and watched her smile and wave shakily as she wheeled off.
Trudging slowly back to the Audi, knowing that we'd violated John's "No Public Attention" rule big time, I wasn't concerned. My mood was that good. Farrell and I would be together again, and that was all that really mattered when it came right down to it. Love or whatever, that was what counted. A scolding from John I could deal with easily.
I whistled all the way to the car.




CHAPTER SEVEN
Figuring that Farrell would be hungry when she showed up, I stopped on Barbur Boulevard for some Chinese take-out, then picked up a six-pack of beer and two pints of John's preferred Harp lager at a convenience store. Satisfied that I'd bought enough for three, I headed southeast on Terwilliger, swinging down Taylor's Ferry to Macadam and our temporary home.
With the beer carefully hidden from Islamic scrutiny underneath the warm cartons of Chinese, I left the locked Audi in the underground parking area, and keyed the elevator to our floor.
On a whim, I'd picked up a blank VHS tape to record the six o'clock news and our interview. What I really wished for was a video camera, to catch John's first impressions of Farrell.
It was quite a performance. Leo, Mrs. K, me, and, of course, Farrell. After giving me a quick once-over and a shit-load of questions, John let me drag him onto the couch to view the proceedings. I stuck a bottle of Harp into his hand, snapped on the television, put the VCR on 'record,' and caught it all. The Krackowskis were emotional and genuinely thankful to be alive. I was succinct and military, standing at ease in my tan hiking shorts and unadorned blue T-shirt, hands clasped behind my back, the all-American girl.
Once I'd done my homey bit, though, it was Farrell's turn, and the tension went up a few notches.
Don't get me wrong. Despite her immediate reaction to what she'd done, Farrell sucked it up, got it together, and was composed and proper in front of the cameras. The average Portland viewer, I was certain, was glad she was on our side. Before the cameras shut down, the last question from the slightly-nervous interviewer was predictable.
"Tell me, Lieutenant Gray," she said, "If you had it to do over, would you handle the situation the same way?" The microphone moved closer to Farrell's head, ready to catch every word.
Farrell's expression was slightly amused, but still grim. She glanced deliberately down at the remnants of bloodstains, then raised her head and turned her gaze directly toward the camera. "That's a rhetorical question, right?" Her wolf's grin flashed on. That ended the interview.
I thumbed the remote's power button, turning off the VCR. "So. John. What do you think? Isn't she sweet?"
He gave me a sideways look, eyes widely incredulous. "You're teasing me again, Meggie, but she does seem…" He searched for the right words. "Efficient?" he finished hopefully.
"The very word I was thinking, John. Just perfect." I love sarcasm, especially my own. It serves so well in so many circumstances. Leaning over to him, I punched him lightly on his shoulder.
"That's kind of you, sir," I said. "But you don't have to spare my feelings. You'll like her when you get to know her. It'll be a shock initially, though."
The rest of the news was finished, so I rewound the tape, and we watched it again. John sucked on one of his knuckles, totally absorbed. When it was done, and before he could give any additional diplomatic impressions or ask any questions, the line from the basement chimed. Farrell had arrived.
I went out the door and along the balcony to the elevator, activated the controls, and met her as the doors opened on our level. Levis, black T-shirt, hiking boots, with her hair softly framing her tanned face, she looked collected and ready to go to work. 'Efficient' wasn't really so far off the mark, after all. Her medium-sized duffel bag lay beside her feet, and her favorite ordnance bag hung from her left shoulder. Only her smile, fleeting and uncertain, betrayed her nervousness.
Taking her hand in mine, I said, "You all right, Farrell?"
She shrugged. "Better. Still a little spooky."
"Don't sweat it. The two of you'll get along fine." Grabbing up her duffel, I led her along the balcony to our quarters. "You get the third bedroom, the one with the Disney motif. The Colonel wanted your Dumbo bed set, but I told him you loved Dumbo stuff, and it'd help you get comfortable."
"Fuck you, Connolly." But she laughed when she said it, a good sign. I just grinned.
Their first meeting was worth the price. They both stepped forward and shook hands, military to a fault.
"A great pleasure," they said in unison, then laughed self-consciously.
John gave Farrell his best stalwart and prepared-for-anything smile. "Welcome back to active duty, Lieutenant. I re-activated your commission, shortly after the police called. It won't be official until tomorrow, but the Pentagon will have recorded the call and the time it was made."
"Thank you for letting Megan talk you into this, sir," Farrell said seriously.
"After watching you on television just now, I hardly think I'll regret it, Lieutenant. A fine job, well done. I feel much better after seeing that."
Farrell held both hands up in front of her, palms outward, and said, "Sorry to interrupt, but I was lucky, sir. The knife wasn't the smartest move."
At that, he looked even more impressed. "There's always luck, Lieutenant, and not always good. And you're quite correct about the knife. Once a knife leaves the hand, it ceases to be a weapon. Not reliable at all, don't you know. As to your being here now, Meggie didn't have to talk very hard, after all the things she's told me about you." A faint expression of unease crossed his face at those last words. I knew Farrell noticed it, and her right eyebrow had quirked up when he'd said 'Meggie.' Shit.
I hoisted her duffel. "Let me show you your room, Farrell, then we'll have some chow."
She shook John's hand again before following me down the hallway to her room. When the door was closed, and her two bags were on the bed, she started giggling.
"'Meggie!' That's so precious, Megs."
"Shut up, Farrell!" I said, "Just shut up!"
She covered her mouth, muffling the laughter. "Jesus, this's gonna be more fun than I thought!" Then, slightly more serious, she added, "And he's got some ideas about you and me. Right?"
"Yes. I suppose."
She pursed her lips. "Not much we can do about that, I guess. He sure is cute, for a guy. I'll give you that." She brightened again. "And he is the Boinkmeister," clapping me on the back. "Right, 'Meggie?'"
More laughter, less muffled.
Words just wouldn't do it. I flipped her off.
Smiling, she unzipped the black cordura ordnance bag. She spread out the things she'd brought for my inspection: standard officer-issue Beretta 10 mm. in a shoulder holster, a virtual twin to mine and John's; an ugly but efficient Glock 19, eighteen rounds of quick-stop; assorted knives; survival gear, our little packet of tricks from the SERE course at Fort Bragg; and, surprise, two thick coils of nylon climbing rope.
I pointed at the rope, looking at Farrell quizzically.
"What're those for, Gray?"
She scratched her head. "Not sure, Megs. When you said quarters here were several floors up, over a courtyard, I just thought it might be a good idea. Now that I'm here, and seen the place, I feel better about bringing 'em. Might come in handy. The rest of the stuff seem okay?"
"Looks fine to me," I replied. "Just remember to duck behind the Colonel and me if things get ballistic. I won't be able to give you any blood until after our Arab hosts are airborne for Saudi, so we have to keep you hale and hearty."
"On account of the fever, huh?"
"Exactly. After your stellar performance at Leo's, tempting the fates many more times might not be wise. And we can't spare you for the forty-eight hours it takes to let the Change begin modifying your body, so you'll be vulnerable for a few more days."
Stuffing everything but the Beretta back into the bag before zipping it closed, she turned to me, eyes completely serious. "I'll be careful, Megs, just like always, but old habits die hard, particularly in the heat of the moment. Training and instinct take over, and, bang! Surfing on the adrenaline wave. We'll just have to do the best we can."
I slung one arm around her shoulders, rubbing her back. "I know, Farrell. I don't like this one bit, and neither does John. It's stupid, but there's no other way. Just…cover your ass. Okay?"
Nodding, she swung the ordnance bag off the bed, placing it on the carpet next to the door. Then she emptied the other bag into the built-in drawers and the closet. I fingered a pair of surprisingly stylish leather pants and a lovely burnt-orange silk blouse as I hung them up for her.
"Shit, Farrell, these are really nice. High fashion for you! I think we're supposed to have dinner with Fahid and Sarima tomorrow evening, so you'll be all set. Did you stick in a single strand of pearls, too? That would complete the whole 'look' nicely."
Her smile was condescending. "I do look pretty hot in them, Megs. And, unlike some people I know, I'm not limited to wearing blues, whites, and greys." She clapped me on the back. "I'll try not to show you up too much." Leaning around and looking at my backside, she added, "Still, your little boybutt wouldn't look half bad in those slacks."
"Three months away from you, Gray, and I get wardrobe advice. How quickly things change. At least you're trying to get me into your pants, instead of vice versa."
She snorted, tilting her head to one side knowingly. "Maybe I'm just getting crafty in my old age, Megs. Has that occurred to you?" Not waiting for my answer, smoothing the cover on her bed, she looked down at Dumbo and his mother.
"Goddess, his ears are even bigger than I remember. Poor little fart." Turning back to me, "You did say you had some food, right?"
"Yup, but before we go out there, let me give you some advice on John. You can razz me; he'd probably get a kick out of that, but ease up on him. And not too many
double entendres, either. John's not fully up to speed on this century, but he's intelligent, and very good about reading intent, even if he doesn't always get the terminology."
She came to attention.
"Jawohl, Herrin Oberleutnant! Anything more?"
"Yeah," I said. "Take it easy on the 'F-word."
"Fahrvergnugen?"
I exhaled through my nostrils. "Don't get cute, Gray. You know damn good and well what I mean."
"I dunno about this immortality shit, Megs. Already, there's a lotta rules." She shook her head. "It could get awful oppressive."
"You want my blood, Farrell, you play the game. For a while, anyway."
"I will, 'Meggie.' I'll be good. Promise!" Crossing her heart with one forefinger, eyes wide and as guileless as she could make them. Which wasn't much, given the sinister and devious mind behind them.
Pausing with my right hand on the knob, before opening the door, I turned back to face her. "Before we go out there, I want you to know that I'm damned glad you're with us. Well, shit, Farrell…with me, really. Thanks."
"Don't try to butter me up, Connolly! No way are you getting my 'Dumbo' bedding! Just put that out of your mind right now."
I refused to let her deflect my sincerity. "Cut it out, Gray! You know what I mean. It's the L-word."
She regarded me levelly, blinking a couple of times. Then, voice soft, she said, "Yeah, I know. There's no one like us, is there, Megan? We're damned fortunate." Putting a hand against the side of my neck, kneading the muscles gently, she said, softer yet, "We're gonna have some fun, dear heart. Oh, yes indeed. And I'm the one should be thanking you."Dropping her hand, she straightened.
"STRAC enough, Megs?" Big grin, now.
I shook my head. "Damn! Haven't heard that one in a spell. 'Straight, Tough, Ready Around the Clock.' Officer's Candidate School re-ride." Opening the door, I motioned her through.
"The mortal goeth first. Food awaits."
I dished up dinner quickly, not leaving Farrell and John together alone just yet. Farrell grabbed a beer, passing John the other Harp. He'd rewound the tape of the interview, and they sat on the couch and watched it while I put out the silverware and plates. I kept one eye on them. Farrell was very intent, leaning forward, elbows on knees, taking little sips of beer, her face expressionless. When the tape was finished, she turned to John and said happily, "I did look pretty competent. Glad I didn't look like I felt!"
John regarded her dubiously. "You fooled the world, Lieutenant, truly. If you were the slightest devastated, you hid it well." He stood and gestured at the table. "Shall we, then?"
They sat opposite one another, me on one end to referee. I kept my bites small, so I could jump into the fracas, if one began. Correction. When one began.
Tipping her head toward John's bottle of Harp, Farrell said, "You really enjoy that stuff, sir? I could never develop a taste for it. Too bitter."
He held up the near-empty bottle, and examined the label, his violet eyes amused, his lips pursed. "My mother told me that they put small amounts in my bottle when I was an infant. It's as smooth as mother's milk to me to this day, a welcome taste of my distant homeland, filled with the scents and textures of long, long ago." His eyes danced with mischief as he took another pull, apparently delighted that Farrell looked mildly astonished. He can shovel it, when he's in the mood.
"Beggin' your pardon, sir," said Farrell, "but your accent seems pretty strong for as many years as you've been in this country." She bounced back fast.
John nodded thoughtfully. "It shows more when I'm either relaxed or under pressure. Otherwise, it's barely noticeable."
"So…which are you now, relaxed or pressured?"
"I'm not at all certain. Meggie, which do you think?"
I giggled. "I think you're both as full of shit as a pair of baby robins. Eat your food while it's still warm; you can spar later. Goddess willing, you'll have plenty of time to get under each other's skins in the future."
Like obedient children, they chatted idly about books and poetry while they ate, with only one minor dustup over some Welsh poet I'd never heard of. After being threatened with my fork, they reluctantly subsided. The thought that this could go on for years was, to me, disheartening as hell.
Food gone and the dishes in the dishwasher, we retired to the living room. John and I sat on the couch, but not too close to one another, and Farrell popped the top off another beer and flopped into the chair. The discussion turned to what we might expect, if anything, from the erstwhile kidnappers. Even John was willing to admit that the problem might be over, but, of course, we couldn't count on that. We had to be ready for any eventuality.
After we'd examined the possible alternatives, John looked up sharply, eyes narrowing.
"Lieutenant Gray, how much are you willing to expose yourself in this operation? You're far more vulnerable than Meggie and I, and I am most unhappy over this."
Giving me a tiny smile over the 'Meggie,' Farrell shrugged. "You've got the experience, sir. And you're the CO of this unit. I have to trust that you won't put me in harm's way needlessly, won't give me anything I don't have the ovaries for."
He started, confused. "Ovaries, Lieutenant?"
Cradling her beer between her legs, Farrell said, "Sure, sir. You know. Guys have the balls to do stuff. Women have the ovaries. Analogous paired organs, serving similar functions." She kept her face blank.
I'd seen it coming, and managed to get a hand over my mouth, while trying to watch both their faces simultaneously.
John regrouped fairly well. "You have amazing ways of expressing yourself, Lieutenant Gray. As sure as Abraham begat Isaac."
"Excuse me, sir, but I think Sarah had something to do with that project. For at least nine months, anyway."
"Sarah?" He was on the ropes again. And I had a front row seat for it.
"The mother of Isaac. I'd bet that procreation in biblical times was just like now. First the boink, followed by the pregnancy, then the baby appearing nine months later. Isn't that how you figure it? Or do the Irish just find their kids under cabbage leaves, guarded tenderly by the Little People until being discovered by their parents?" The evening had definitely shifted into a higher gear.
John attempted to be conciliatory. "I didn't mean anything derogatory, Lieutenant, as God is my witness."
"Oh, sure, sir! Now it's 'God,'" Farrell huffed, her voice filled with feigned outrage. "Another archaic talismanic aspect of the Patriarchy, the Supreme Male Being, Father of Us All! You and your 19th century mindset, with the male foot on the necks of all women everywhere!" Eyes flashing, she stopped, realizing that even in play she might have overstepped big time. I could barely contain myself. And this was only the first night.
Totally taken aback, but still the gentleman and a basically agreeable person, John said, "I apologize, Lieutenant. I had no intention of antagonizing you in the slightest."
Farrell subsided from her aggressive forward lean, and sat upright, looking abashed. "Well, sir, I can get a bit carried on things. Sometimes." She smiled her predator's smile at me. "You know, don't you, Megs. Maybe it's something I ate," glancing over toward the kitchen. "They might have injected those fortune cookies with testosterone. You think?"
Shaking with suppressed laughter, I said, "You two have had enough fun for this evening. Can we run a flag of truce up the pole, at least until tomorrow?" There was a sigh of relief from John, on my left. First round to Farrell.
John now had the basic conversational tools to deal with Farrell, and cautiously managed to keep on safe topics until it was time for bed. With the two security guards on duty in the lower part of the building, Mesfer prowling in the royal suite one floor up, plus the electronic gadgetry in silent vigil, we knew we could skip posting a sentry.
John and Farrell shook hands before John retreated to the safety of his room, two respectful adversaries, each intrigued by the other. I figured it had gone as well as it could have, and turned off the lights behind us, walking Farrell into her Disneyrama.
"So, tell me, Megs. What'd you think? Did I come on too strong?"
"You were just right, Farrell. Not too aggressive; not too passive."
"Horseshit!"
I grinned at her as she turned down her comforter and fluffed up the pillow. "Well, Jeez, Gray. At least you didn't physically attack the poor guy." Chuckling, I said,
"He's never seen anyone like you in his sheltered life! That's for sure."
"I hope not." Her smile was gentler now, as she turned on the nightstand light, and pivoted toward me. "He's a nice guy, Megs, a decent person. I'm jealous."
"Don't bet the farm on that relationship being written in stone, Farrell. Deirdre is a heavy load. You want me to tuck you into bed? Read you a story?"
She slipped out of her clothes and folded them carefully, the way I'd seen her do hundreds of other times. Watching Farrell, I had to marvel at how smoothly and cleanly she was made, how the muscles moved under her brown skin, bunching and shifting, a rhythmic testimony to good genes and regular workouts. Her breasts were as high and firm as ever, the areolae darker than the surrounding skin, the nipples slightly pink. "You look great, Gray."
"Not bad, for sure," she nodded cheerfully, shaking her head violently to fluff her hair. "But I work at it. Like the song says, 'It don't come easy.'" Looking down at her body, running her hands down her flanks in narcissistic appreciation, she allowed herself a sensual smile. "I think I'll make a great vampire. Don't you, Megs?"
"Most definitely, Farrell." My laugh sounded hollow, my throat tight. "Does it seem a bit cool in here? Your nips are all hard." I struggled for a light approach, and failed.
She looked puzzled, poking one nipple with a forefinger. "No, can't be that. Must be that fortune cookie again." A teasing note entered her voice. "Or, it could be you, 'Meggie.' Been away too long."
I managed a better laugh. "Now, that I believe."
"Which, the testosterone or the 'been away?'"
Voice soft and serious, I said, "The 'been away,' Farrell." My own traitorous body was responding. I was getting warm all over, afraid to move, afraid of how I might move.
Farrell saved me. "I can see that, Megs," she said, bringing herself back under control. She pulled the sheets down, a touch of apprehension in her eyes as she slid underneath and covered herself, crossing her arms over her chest, fingers pressed into her flesh. Another deep breath, eyes closed, her face pointed toward the ceiling. I stood statue-still, lust-caught, unable to stop watching her.
"A brief hug would be nice." Her eyes were open now, the fear and uncertainty dimming as she calmed herself with some inner mantra.
My own trance broke. I knelt down and hugged her hard, kissing her on the forehead. "Sweet dreams, Gray. See you in the mornin'." Her lips quivered for an instant. Watching, my face grew hotter. I managed to regain my feet, and stood looking down at her, that inner sliding feeling subsiding, glands throttling down.
"Jesus, Megs! Was that an honest-to-Goddess homoerotic moment?"
My face was moist with tiny beads of sweat. I wiped them away. Words stumbling over themselves, I managed, "Maybe something like 'gender irony,' Farrell. I don't want to deal with any other explanation, until after you Change."
Numbly, I forced myself to turn away, pausing with the door half-open, gripping the knob hard to stop the shaking I felt coming on.
Lying in a pool of light from the nightstand, Farrell mouthed a silent word. 'Love.' I nodded, beyond words, stepped into the hallway and eased the door shut, leaning against the wall for several minutes before I could continue to my room.
We don't need much sleep, we Changed, but sleep took its own time arriving. A long time, filled with images of copper-brown eyes under long black lashes. And Farrell's lips forming the word 'love.' I sure-as-hell didn't need this just now, on top of everything else.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Next morning I finally straggled out of my room barefoot in running shorts, a T-shirt, and a bit of a foul mood. John had gone to get the day's schedule from Mesfer. That left me with Farrell. She sat at the kitchen counter, peering at the comics section of The Oregonian, an enormous bowl of dun-colored cereal vanishing bite-by-bite into her mouth.
I opened the refrigerator, got out the juice container, and poured myself a large glass. "Doin', doin', Gray?" Our old comfortable verbal by-play was re-establishing itself quickly.
She looked up, nodding, her mouth still demolishing fiber. "Doin' good, Megs. How about you? All systems back on normal mode?" She seemed a little guarded, for which I was glad.
"Good question, Farrell. Better, I think. Had some problem sleeping," I said, leaving the late-evening bedroom episode unmentioned.
Swallowing the last of her own juice, she quirked an eyebrow. "Yeah, Connolly, me too. How come we never had that happen before?" Well, so much for avoiding that subject.
I rummaged in the cupboard, found a bowl, prepared my own gerbil-mix, then sat down across from her. "How's your memory, Gray? We've been sort of there once or twice. Maybe not that close, sure, but on the way. Right?"
"Shit, Megs, not like that! You think it was the stuff at lunch yesterday? Not just the guy and the knife, but what we talked about. You know, kind of made us appreciate each other more?"
"Maybe, but not entirely, Farrell. Mostly just not being around one another for a while. Lost our immunity, maybe? I think. I dunno. We did kind of verbalize our commitments, though, wouldn't you say?"
"The unspoken spoken for the first time? Could be, Megs." Still thoughtful, she continued. "Probably should just pretend last night didn't almost happen. Shove it under the bed, so to speak, until we get done with this job." Some of her usual mordant humor had returned.
The cereal chunks in my bowl were getting soggy. I contemplated my response, chewing thoughtfully. She was right. I faced her over the empty bowls, my hands clenched in my lap.
"Okay, Farrell. Good concept. I can deal with it. We can wait -- we've got more than a lifetime. Just stop licking your lower lip like that. It's too damned provocative."
Farrell was suddenly shy, and she grinned self-consciously. "I was gonna say, 'fuck you.' Maybe not the best response." She extended her hand to me. I took it.
"Fair enough, Gray. Fair enough. One day at a time."
"Sure," she replied. "And, Megs?"
"What?"
"Your hair looks like shit."
Oh, fine. Last night it was wardrobe tips, and today it was grooming tips. I went to get cleaned up, leaving her chuckling to herself in the kitchen as she did the dishes.
* * * * *
Other than our usual bullshit, Farrell and I behaved ourselves that day. I let her and John get better acquainted, and did my referee routine as we bopped around town with Sarima. The semi-formal dinner promised to be fun, with John a very proper officer and gentleman, Farrell reserved, and me keeping my laughter carefully inside. Or so I hoped.
John was stunned by Farrell's outfit for the event, watching her pirouette beforehand in the black and orange combo I'd hung in her closet. She was a total contrast to his own near-uniform of subdued greys and my white slacks and navy-blue blouse. Recalling her earlier views on my color limitations, the irony was inescapable.
"How do I look, sir?" Her eyes told him that she knew how good that was, flicking a teasing glance toward me. Despite our earlier promises, I felt a tiny rekindling of the previous evening's desire.
John was beginning to learn the rules of the game.
"You look grand, Lieutenant. I've never seen leather slacks displayed to so great an advantage. I'd say 'lovely,' but I fear that would not be an acceptable term."
"You've got that right, John," I said, stifling a laugh. "And you'd better know that the Change does away with pierced ears, Farrell."
She looked alarmed, fingered the pair of diamond studs in her right ear, and the miniature chain looped between the posts in her left.
"You're kidding, Megs? Say you are!"
I shook my head. "Wish I were, but I'm not."
Sighing in resignation, Farrell opened the door, and gestured toward it while taking John's arm. "Shall we go, then, guys? Take his other arm, Megs."
When we were situated to her satisfaction, one of us on each arm, and John looking slightly embarrassed, Farrell turned and kissed him on the cheek. She held his arm firmly, in case he tried to bolt. As predicted, he jumped, surprised. Hell, me too. I gaped at her as she grinned and winked at me.
"When's the last time you kissed a man, Gray?" I said. "This is a real occasion."
"Good question. Been a while. Seemed like a good idea, though. C'mon, dinner awaits." And off we went, arm-in-arm-in-arm.
Waiting for the elevator to arrive, making polite conversation, Farrell asked, "Did you ever go back to Ireland, sir? You know, after the Change."
Without taking his eyes off the door in front of him, John replied quietly, "Yes. Once. In the Thirties, sixty years ago. I should never have gone. My younger sisters, whom I remembered as teenaged girls with skin soft as rose petals, were middle-aged housewives, rough-voiced and greying, their spirit and vitality fled with their lost youth. Poverty and want had nearly crushed them.
"They almost didn't recognize me, and I could see only fear and puzzlement in their eyes. I left and never saw them again. Now, they are gone to dust, their children old, their grandchildren as my sisters were when last I saw them. Of the Change, of it all, that was the very hardest to bear. God, how I miss them! I hear their ringing laughter in my dreams." His last words were nearly inaudible.
Farrell looked stricken at what her innocent question had called forth. "I…I didn't know, John. Sir. I didn't mean to…," she stammered, trailing off.
He swallowed, drawing a deep breath, rubbed the back of his neck with the hand I'd released. "I know you didn't, Lieutenant. It catches me by surprise, too. I'm sorry to discomfort you."
Then, visibly collecting himself, he gave us each an admonishing glare, his blue eyes stern. "Now, ladies, if I can use that term with any accuracy, please behave yourselves during the meal. No throwing of food or shocking and intemperate language. And, this time, that's an order." Farrell and I nodded meekly. John's face suggested that he was bringing two of Hell's minions to the gates of Heaven. It might have been metaphorically true. The elevator doors opened, closed, and we were lifted up to the Prince's quarters.
Dinner was quite elegant, with even some good German white wine for those so inclined. In retrospect, my earlier care with the beer seemed pretty silly. Fahid proved to be as gracious a host as royalty is purported to be, benign and attentive. Our three-abreast entry got a good smile and a subdued laugh from him, as he shook our hands. The man was the best of Arab manners and hospitality. I'd love to meet his mother.
Sarima wore an elegant turquoise sheath dress, knee-length and modestly-cut, topped off with a single strand of pearls. Certainly nothing she could wear in Kingdom. Farrell gave me a pointed nod and glanced at the pearls, letting me know she remembered my fashion tip from the night before.
The evening let me practice one of the skills the Change had given me, following multiple conversations simultaneously. It's hard to describe, but it's like sorting things instantly in your head. Mesfer and Sarima were speaking Arabic in low tones when we first entered the room, and I was surprised at how much I understood. While I didn't think the Change wouldn't necessarily let us speak a language without an accent, it would make it easier to perfect vocabulary and grammar.
A business associate of Fahid's was visiting, a Stanford-educated hospital administrator from Al Baha, a town south of Taif. His name was Ali Hamdan Al-Ghamdi, a sturdy middle-sized man with a round expressive face and lively black eyes. Farrell fascinated him immediately. He had great stories from the Kingdom, both personal ones about growing up among the mountain tribes and the latest rumors from Riyadh. The capital was still turbulent in the wake of the Gulf War, a society turned upside-down by the influx of western ways. He cautioned us to take nothing we heard seriously, uttering one of the great Arab truths -- Rumor is All. He reminded me of a young beardless Arabian Dom Deluise, his hands weaving tapestries of conjecture.
In between courses and stories, Fahid turned to Farrell and asked, "You are the other woman with Lieutenant Connolly in the picture of Abu Barce, are you not? The dark one."
"Yes, sir. Boon companion of the Lieutenant's misspent youth." She looked at me. "You told them about Abu Barce?"
"Abu Barce, the terrorist?" asked Ali Hamdan.
"An interesting tale," said Fahid. "When she and Colonel Tierney first arrived, Lieutenant Connolly shared her experiences in the Kingdom. How the two of you cut off your hair, bound your chests, and accompanied your Ranger Unit on a training mission into the mountains near At Taif." His smile brightened further. Sarima's mouth was open in astonishment. Mesfer, though he'd heard the story, stopped eating and folded his hands in his lap, listening politely, his almond-shaped eyes amused.
Farrell cleared her throat. "Well, it wasn't that big a deal -- our being there, that is. We begged pretty hard, Megs -- Lieutenant Connolly -- and me. Our superiors reluctantly let us go along. Women soldiers in the Kingdom. You know." She rolled her eyes.
"But Abu Barce," said Fahid, nodding. "That was a very 'big deal.' Your group and Ministry of Defense troops prevented his terrorist attack on the Holy Cities, which would have proved very embarrassing to our country, not to mention the loss of lives and damage to the cities themselves. And the Ranger Unit found Abu Barce's men first, according to the article my brother sent me from the Arab Gazette. Lieutenant Connolly was kind enough to point out the two of you in a group photograph from the article."
"The shot with us and the MODA officers surrounding Abu Barce," I said. "A 'big game picture,' our CO called it. You remember, Farrell." I sure as hell remembered the hate in Abu Barce's small reptilian eyes, staring out at us from his bloody, dirt-encrusted face. He deserved his name, 'Abu Barce,' 'The Lizard.' It had been a pleasure to take him down.
"I hafta mention," said Farrell, "there was some luck involved. We'd spent three months training MODA troops in the mountains around Taif. Abu Barce situated his strike force within the boundaries of our training area. They had no idea we were there, nor we them, but we found them first. A classic operation, very good for the trainees." She laughed. "Old Abu was pretty upset, though."
Fahid's smile was surprisingly gentle, considering the topic. He stroked his short beard at the memory.
"Yes," he said. "I dare say. But his trial was very short, and the lesson, hopefully, will be very long." Then, changing the subject, he moved the conversation back to more pleasant things. "You and Lieutenant Connolly have known each other for some years, I gather?"
"Too long," replied Farrell, grinning at me. "Nearly eight years, and we've been in some dandy scrapes together. Nothin' we couldn't get out of, though. So far." She took a sip from her water glass, then set it down, the broad Gray smile in place, her voice solemn. "But we enjoyed our time in-Kingdom. You have an interesting country, Fahid. With luck, the future of the Kingdom will be written large, in golden letters." She raised her wine glass in a toast. "To the Kingdom and its peoples."
After a second's silence, the Prince roared, holding up his own glass. "Spoken like a born diplomat, Lieutenant Gray. Clearly, you have Arab ancestors; you don't merely look like an Arab. You were simply born in the wrong country."
Watching, I felt a surge of pride in Farrell well up inside of me. She can be intelligent and gracious when she wants to be. And John's earlier remark about her being lovely was right on target. The combination of vivid clothing, striking features, and her expansive mood were utterly charming. No wonder she'd had more would-be lovers than me when we were in school. I couldn't take my eyes off her.
Ali Hamdan also had been watching Farrell all through the meal; he looked as though he might be willing to carry her off to his tent.
Things calmed down after that, the conversation shifting to other topics. Sarima enumerated her complaints about womanhood in the Kingdom. Fahid smiled indulgently in agreement, the proud uncle. Compared to most Arab women I'd met, Sarima was informed, moderate, unyielding, and had no illusions about the tasks ahead for their part of the world. I was impressed. So apparently were Farrell and John, who watched her intently, both swirling their drinks, identical expressions on their faces. I poked John in the ribs and whispered, causing him to look at Farrell in real alarm. Anything he had in common with Farrell that I pointed out was bound to upset him. I resolved to use that approach as often as I could get away with it.
Eventually, the evening ended, everyone returned to their quarters, and it was back to business as usual. Ali Hamdan, all flashing teeth and eyes, practically wrung Farrell's arm off saying goodbye, repeatedly mentioning that we would be meeting again over the next few days. He was returning to Saudi with Fahid and Sarima on the following Friday, but in the meantime Farrell would have to be as diplomatic as Fahid thought she was.
An unparalleled opportunity for me to flick her some shit, but somehow, looking at her that evening in all her splendor, I knew I wouldn't. Reluctantly, I admitted to myself that Ali Hamdan had the right idea.




CHAPTER NINE
For the next few days, Fahid and Mesfer were as busy as humanly possible with last-minute details for their return to the Kingdom. Mesfer told us privately that this was business as usual, occurring every time such a trip was scheduled. With us accompanying her at what John considered a prudent distance, Sarima shopped guardedly.
And absolutely nothing happened.
No kidnap attempts, no specific threats, not even any vague threats. Nothing. By the time they were actually packed and ready to head for the Airport, the three of us were tired and bored. Well, Farrell and I were bored. John was as nerveless and detail-burdened as always, doing everything by the numbers. As Farrell remarked, watching him, "He walks it and he talks it." No shit, Sherlock.
Friday morning we stood in the terminal, our weaponry checked away with airport security, and watched their flight take off from Portland. The plane rolled down the concrete runway and lifted smoothly into the cloudless sky. Farrell held a small package containing a rather expensive diamond pendant, shifting the box nervously from hand to hand. It was Ali Hamdan's final attempt to win her affection. Her eyes kept sliding toward mine during the presentation, looking for support, but I maintained a look of cheerful benevolence. Not that Fahid and Sarima hadn't gifted us all, and nicely. They had. Still, their departure meant that our lives could get back on what passes for a normal track. We would return to Redmond, Farrell would make the Change, and I could quit worrying about her. As the 757 disappeared into the distance, my burdens lifted with it. We were safe.
* * * * *
By the time we actually fought free of the Portland International traffic, driving out past the scores of aviation junkies who routinely park at the east end of the complex to watch the planes take off and land, we were in high spirits. Even John was upbeat, humming as he worked the Audi toward Sullivan Gulch and the Banfield Freeway. Farrell was quieter than usual after receiving the pendant, but I didn't let it get in the way of my own good mood, tapping my fingers in counterpoint to John's hum.
"Hey, Gray!" I said.
She looked up, roused out of her private world, sitting sideways in the back seat.
"Don't we have to pick up some more of your shit at your place?" I asked. What're you doin', anyway, trying decide on the first social occasion you can wear your new jewelry?"
"Screw you, Connolly. Hard to imagine I'd appeal to a scholarly little guy like that, isn't it? I feel kinda bad accepting the thing, but I didn't know what else to do. And, yeah, I should pick up some of my things. We can call a moving outfit to come and get the big stuff and what's still in storage. All I need can fit into the Jeep for the trip over. Fred'll be glad to send the cats up next week."
I was concerned about the cats, 'Bondage' and 'Discipline.' I knew John definitely hadn't realized that Farrell's pets would be part of the package. He flicked me a quick glance. I shrugged.
It was a good thing the Audi has a big trunk; Farrell's estimate of what would fit into her Jeep was considerable. To complicate things further, we had to carry it all upstairs and organize everything for the journey to Redmond. Eventually, though, bags were packed and deposited next to the suite door, to be carried down the next morning.
"You got enough shit, Farrell," I said.
She stood with her ordnance bag hanging from one hand, surveying her side of the pile of gear.
"Yeah, well, this is it, Megs, and we're about as ready as we're likely to get. So, how about some dinner?"
I looked at my watch. 1800 hours. The building was empty, probably, except for us. With the Prince gone, the watchmen had carded off duty almost a half-hour ago. Shrugging, I said, "What d'ya think, John? Should we feed her?"
He stood smiling, hands in his pockets, struggling to appear dubious, definitely in one of his lighter moods. He looked at his watch.
"Of course. I'm expected to buy. Is that correct?"
Then the floor shook under our feet. The flat crack of an explosion followed instantly, blowing the windows into the living room. Bits of glass hammered the kitchen as we ducked and covered.




CHAPTER TEN
We held our breaths as things ricocheted around the room. When that quit, John straightened up and took three long strides to the edge of window by the end of the balcony. He flattened himself against the wall, and looked cautiously down into the courtyard for a few seconds. Returning, grim- faced, he said, "Our Arab adversaries, I fear, have come back to haunt us. There is a line over the railing down to the river. They've blown the doors on the courtyard side of the building."
"What!" I said. "Don't they know Fahid and Sarima are gone? The idiots!"
John looked at me as though I were a complete knucklehead. "Those 'idiots,' as you put it, may want us. After all, Megan, they saw you take a near-mortal wound and walk away. Or they may simply be bent on revenge. Nonetheless, they are here. I suggest we welcome them appropriately." He bent to his own weapons container, a small aluminum suitcase, brought out his Beretta, and slipped through the door. Farrell and I followed suit with our own Berettas, and Farrell stuffed her Glock into the back of her belt for good measure.
As we slid in our magazines, John lay on his stomach next to the inside balcony railing, checking the interior courtyard for the enemy. Sliding backward, he rolled to his feet and said quietly, "They're at the base of the stairs. I saw five, armed with Mini-Mac's. My thought is that they're gathering their courage for an assault up the stairs to us. They obviously know we're here. Have you any useful suggestions?"
"Good thing you brought the ropes, Gray," I said.
She bent back to her bag, bringing out the coils of rope and tossing me one, her Beretta gripped tightly in her other hand. Ready for business.
"Megs and I can go down from the ends of the balcony, sir. The supports will protect us. No problemo. From what you two've told me, these guys are the Keystone Jihad. A pushover. Lock and load; rock and roll!" She was enthused, typical deathwish Gray. And there's nothing I'd like better than hanging off of that balcony, sixty feet in the air, with a bunch of pissed-off Arabs poppin' caps at my undefended ass. Nosiree.
I jacked a round into the chamber, flicked off the safety. "And then we've got 'em in a crossfire. Right?"
John put his hands on our shoulders, pistol temporarily in his belt. "Be very careful. Particularly you, Lieutenant Gray. Remember, they outnumber us and have more firepower. I dislike going against automatic weapons with only pistols,but it cannot be helped. Our own Mini-Mac's are in their locked compartment in the car. Also, this time, I see no reason to leave any of them alive. We are not dealing with professionals who play by the rules, and there are no bystanders." A small smile appeared on his face.
"Are we understood? Fine. While you keep them occupied in a crossfire, I shall take the stairs. Good luck, ladies."
Keeping our legs bent at the knees, backs to the wall,
ropes coiled around our shoulders and pistols up, Farrell and I shuffled sideways toward opposite ends of the balcony. We were completely out of the line of fire from below. John lay flat on his stomach on the balcony, legs apart, peering down at them. Arab voices drifted up to us, the disagreement in their tones obvious. They weren't going to be coming up the stairs anytime soon. I reached the end of the balcony, looked down to the right at Farrell. She gave me a thumbs up, stuck the Beretta up to the elevator control panel and fired two rounds into it, effectively eliminating the possible use of the elevator. The reports echoed through the empty atrium and courtyard. Below, all was silent. They knew we knew. We knew they knew. Good.
The ropes tied off on the iron railing, Farrell and I started down, the stair base out of our sight as we slid down the backside of two of the four huge pillars which supported the balcony. After landing, I poked my head and the Beretta around the pillar, just as Farrell opened up from the other side. The angle wasn't great, I could see only heads and torsos, but I put three shots in their direction. Heads disappeared, followed by short bursts of automatic weapons fire up the stairs. Damned fools. In the instant before they began firing, a movement under the stairs caught my eye. John, wedged against the metal and stone like a crab, was moving rapidly toward them, upside down. I watched both his progress and the Arabs, trying to select my targets carefully. Farrell fired intermittently from her position. The five at the stairs weren't even trying to see where their shots were going, just letting fly up the steps. Still, they weren't all firing at once, and a couple of seconds later a short burst smacked into the pillar above my head. Marble chips stung the side of my face. Damn.
John reached the floor and dropped on his stomach. I fired twice more. Six rounds left in my first clip. What the shit was he doing?
John made his move. He fired his entire clip into the feet and lower legs of the Arabs on Farrell's side of the stairs. They went down, screaming, right into Farrell's line of fire, and the Beretta's sharp 'whak-whak' picked up. John reached around the edge of the thick marble step, and grabbed the nearest ankle. In a heartbeat, the Arab was under the stairs, neck snapped, and John had a Mini-Mac.
My side was completely quiet. John had taken out the guy firing at me. The remaining Arabs were concentrating on Farrell's position. In the confined space, the noise was tremendous. She was silent.
John came up in a crouch around the edge of the stair, sweeping his weapon back and forth across the Arabs on
full-auto. I sprinted toward the fight, Beretta up. All the Arabs I could see were down. John discarded the liberated Mini-Mac, popped the magazine out of his Beretta, and stuck in another. Then, systematically, he executed them all. Dead or not, one round each -- in the head. The smell was awful.
He nodded to himself, completely absorbed, as he stuck his pistol back into his belt. Then he turned toward me, and I saw his eyes. They were wide, their pupils enormous. He was feeling the Need. My own uncoiled inside me somewhere, questing, sensing death. Sensing food. I pushed it down, surprised at how much effort it took.
As I lowered my pistol to my side, a series of rapid shots echoed loudly from Farrell's general direction, followed by a yelp of pain. It sounded like Farrell; the bellow of rage that came next was definitely hers. John slapped me on the shoulder, pointing. Swallowing my fear for her, I ran toward Farrell's position.
The pillar that she'd been behind kept me from seeing what had happened. Portions of the doors and frame lay across the atrium floor in a sea of glass shards. No one was in sight as I cautiously rounded the huge support. A pool of blood covered a few tiles, trailing diagonally out the big hole where the doors had been. There was quite a lot of it.
My heart sank.
Shit.
"Farrell!" I yelled, leaping over the debris onto the courtyard bricks. "Farrell!"
She was walking slowly away from me, wounded left leg dragging, her pant-leg dark with blood. Her Glock was still tucked into her belt; her Beretta ready in her hand. Her neck muscles bunched with each step, as her weight shifted onto her injured leg. It must've hurt like hell; she has a pain threshold as high as Mount Hood.
Between her and the river stood John's 'big fellow,' now with both arms encased in plastic casts. He was backing slowly away from Farrell, his small pistol up, pointing at her.
One of them was bluffing; one of them was empty. At least that was how I figured it. Otherwise, they would both fire.
"Jesus, Gray!" I said, still thirty feet behind her. "You're shot, dammit! Let John and me take care of him."
Farrell's jaw muscles were as tight as her neck. "This one's mine, Megs." Her voice was flat and hard through the pain. "Nobody shoots me and walks. Nobody." Sweat beaded the back of her neck. The effort must have been tremendous.
Her opponent made his decision. His back was against the railing. He squeezed the trigger.
A dry click. He was out.
Farrell did the same. Another click.
The Arab began to laugh. He reached clumsily into a shirt pocket, produced another magazine, and lifted it with a flourish.
He released the spent magazine. It fell to the tiles.
"Now you die, ameriki Sharmoota!" 'American whore.' His laugh grew louder, echoing between the walls.
Farrell calmly switched the Beretta to her free hand, reached around and brought out the Glock. The Arab's face paled. He fumbled with his fresh magazine, trying in vain to get it into his pistol.
"Moot ya, ibin il Kelb!" shouted Farrell, and pulled the trigger once with each word. 'Die, you son-of-a-bitch.'
The Glock bucked in her hand, stitching its bloody message across the front of the big Arab's shirt. As the echoing blasts died away, he toppled over the railing with a gurgling shriek. A splash sounded from the river. Farrell shuffled forward until she could see down onto the surface of the water, then sagged against the concrete railing, resting on her elbows.
I came up beside her, dropped to one knee, and pulled out my pocket knife. After cutting away her blood-soaked pant-leg, I tore part of it into strips, then folded the remaining fabric into two pads. It wasn't much, but, tied in place, they all but stopped the bleeding.
Standing up, I put my arm around Farrell's shoulders, and looked down. The Arab was on his back, upper body in a large blue Metzeler rubber boat, legs in the water. Lifeless brown eyes stared up into the early evening sky. Notch one up for the American whore.
Farrell stuck the Glock back in her belt, supporting herself with the hand holding the Beretta, then undid the knot securing the boat with her other hand. Satisfaction showed through the pain etched on her face.
She tossed the nylon line into the river, its end looping over the corpse, the remainder trailing in the water. The boat and body spiraled slowly away from the concrete wall, more swiftly as the main current caught them. I heard John's footsteps in the broken doorway glass, and the faint cry of an automatic alarm from within the building.
"Nice Arabic, dear," I said into her right ear.
Farrell grimaced, close to a true grin.
"Yeah, funny what ya remember sometimes. And a nice grouping with the Glock, too. How'd you two do inside?"
"All gone. John sure-popped 'em all."
"I knew he and I'd get along," she said, then turned to me, a sheen of sweat on her forehead and upper lip.
"You wanta get me outa here, Megs?"
Taking Farrell's shoulders in my hands, I slowly turned her body, holding her against me, gently slipping my right arm under both of hers, easily bearing her weight. My left arm lifted her legs, until I cradled her to my chest like a small child. She put her arms around my neck, turning her face up to mine. Over her head, I could see John standing mute, a questioning look on his narrow features. I smiled weakly.
"Probably should call 911, sir," I said.
"Already done, Meggie." His gaze examined the bloody wraps critically for a few seconds.
Farrell gave him a weak salute, half-completed. "Mission accomplished, sir." Totally full of shit. Then she turned back to me, and her intention was, for once, obvious. "No!" I gasped.
"My hero!" She raised her mouth to mine and gave me a lingering kiss, hands on either side of my face. I tried to pull my head away, but couldn't. My right eye gave me enough of a view of John to see his mouth open in total astonishment. Goddamn Gray! Tearing my mouth free, I sputtered, "Farrell, you asshole! Behave or be dropped!"
She started to giggle, then winced in pain as I joggled her. I'm sure I looked like a kid caught with her hand in the cookie jar. John's expression had turned more smug. He folded his arms.
"Lieutenant Gray, I think it best that we get you on to hospital, don't you? You've clearly become irrational from blood loss. Bring her into the atrium, Meggie. The paramedics should be here shortly." He strode purposefully away, turning too quickly for Farrell to see his smile.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
The police arrived before the paramedics, unusual in Portland. Finding Farrell and me at another dramatic and violent death scene gave them a few exciting moments, but John took care of things nicely, distracting them with sensible explanations while the emergency medical team stabilized Farrell and bundled her up for transport to Providence Medical Center. I held her hand until she started to grog out from the morphine.
After the ambulance pulled away, I trotted out to where John and the police were leaning over the river's surface, John pointing alternately up- and down-stream. When a break in the conversation came, I held up a hand.
"Will I be needed any longer, Colonel? I'd like to head to the hospital to be with Lieutenant Gray."
"Certainly, Lieutenant Connolly. By all means, be off. I'll take care of things here." He winked confidently. "Take the Audi." We saluted.
I walked carefully through the tangle litter and blood, ran up four flights of stairs for the keys, leapt back down, five risers at a time, and threw myself into the Audi. More police cars were arriving as I pulled away from the building. I waved, but never slowed. On Macadam, I accelerated the Audi toward the freeway, weaving through the city's evening traffic.
Ten minutes later, I walked into Providence Emergency, searching for Farrell. Not seeing her, I went to the nearest official-looking person, a tall woman in ER-green scrubs leaning against a countertop perusing a record. Her nametag read 'Dr. Higgins.'
"Excuse me. I'm looking for a shooting victim who just arrived. Last name Gray, first name Farrell."
The woman looked up at me, hazel eyes in a short square face not so different from mine or Farrell's, professional demeanor in place as she sized me up. She cocked her head toward a door twenty feet from her counter.
"She's in there. Things are a tad slow tonight, so the other docs are working on the leg here, as opposed to dragging her up to surgery. Should be no problem. She needed a couple units of blood, but she'll be okay. You wanta crash somewhere in here until she's through? There's a big chair in the staff lounge, right behind me. I'll keep you posted."
"Thanks, doctor. I appreciate it."
"No sweat. Saw you on the news the other night. You two are pretty hot shit, huh?" Another smartass, just what I needed.
I sighed. "At the moment, not. Nice thought, though. I'm Megan Connolly," holding out my hand. She took it.
"Kip Higgins. Pleased. The ambulance crew said the morgue folks were gonna have a pickup where they got your friend. Also said it was a real mess. You guys always lead such thrilling lives?"
"We'd rather not, but it happens. Just like everything in our line of work."
"No shit?" She laughed, jerking a thumb toward the door behind her. "Sounds like this place. Well, go ahead and relax in the lounge. I'll let ya know when she's ready to go up to the post-surgery ward."
* * * * *
Nearly two hours later, I walked beside an unconscious Farrell, as Kip and an orderly wheeled her down the hall from the elevator to her room. The three of us slid Farrell onto the bed and I pulled the covers up to her chin. Limp, she was no light burden. The orderly slid the sides of the bed into position and left.
"You two looked smaller on television," said Kip, grinning as she pushed her hair off of her forehead with one hand and hung Farrell's chart on the end of the bed with the other. I smiled back.
"Well, we don't miss too many meals, for sure. Is it okay if I stay here with her for a while? I'd like to be here when she wakes up."
Kip checked her watch. "It's eight-thirty now, Megan. They used one of the new fast-recovery anesthetics, so she'll be clear of it by ten at the latest. If you wanta get a bite, come back in an hour or so, you oughta be able to see her wake up. She'd probably appreciate it. I know I would."
"Speaking of appreciation," I said. "Thanks for everything. You've been great."
Kip snorted, amused. "Goes with the turf. Besides, you two are the good guys. My pleasure."
We left the room, walking down the hall. Waiting for the elevator, Kip tapping one foot on the carpet, I asked, "Where's the nearest Fred Meyer's? I can pick up a few things, get a sandwich from the deli."
"Good idea to skip the chow in the hospital cafeteria," Kip said, laughing. "65th and Glisan, just a few blocks. Just go east on Glisan, and you're there." The elevator arrived. We dropped back down to the ground level and Emergency.
When I got back forty-five minutes later, with three sandwiches, several bottles of juice, and a few other things in my arms, John was seated in a chair at the end of Farrell's bed, the Friday Oregonian spread out on his lap. Farrell was still unconscious.
"Hi, John." I kissed him on the cheek after setting my stuff down. "Any signs of life from our little heroine?"
"No, not yet, but she sighed and smiled a while ago, so perhaps her dreams are pleasant." He squeezed my hand. "How are you doing, Meggie?"
"I'm fine. How were the police?"
"Inquisitive," he shrugged. "They will undoubtedly have more questions for me. I came by primarily to deliver Lieutenant Gray's faxed paperwork, authorizing CHAMPUS coverage for her injuries. It seemed prudent to wait for your return." He held out a set of car keys. "And I'll trade you keys, so I can have the Audi. I've no great love for Jeeps, a consequence of spending so much time in them." As we swapped keys, he stood up, folding the paper with his usual efficiency, and laid it next to my purchases. We hugged briefly. Slipping on his light jacket, he brought a small wrapped package from a pocket.
"I shouldn't forget this." He handed it to me. "I purchased the syringe and tubing during the week. You may as well make the transfer when she wakes up."
The hard cylindrical outline under my fingers left no doubt about his meaning. "Do you think it's safe doing it here? I picked up some minerals and other supplements at Freddy's, just in case, but I've got my doubts."
I heard a hint of worry in his voice, too. "They will likely think they need to draw blood, with the fever, but shouldn't find anything. The Emergency Room personnel thought that Lieutenant Gray would be here for at least three days." He spread his hands. "If you inject her tonight, she'll be ready to travel by Monday. That seems optimal. Certainly it will simplify things."
I grinned at him. "I'll do it."
He turned to leave. "Wish me luck with the authorities."
Laughing, I said, "John, you've been giving pat explanations for fifty years. You don't need my luck."
His face got a little flushed, his self-conscious smile gradually surfacing. He's so easy to get to. "All too true, Meggie." He raised a hand. "Since you are the logical choice to spend the night, I'll see you in the morning."
"Well, John, I can hardly expect you to nursemaid her through the Change. She's my friend."
"I know what she is, Meggie," he said quietly.
I glanced over at Farrell's slumbering form. "Dammit, John, this is not what you think it is."
He put his hands on my shoulders. "No, my dear Megan, this is precisely what I think it is. I have no delusions about your true relationship with Lieutenant Gray. The delusions are yours. You do not understand, don't you know. You are unwilling to face the reality."
I shriveled inside. "What do you mean?"
"Megan, I have watched you closely for over a month. Without undue pride, I do possess some talent for judging people. A long lifetime as an observer has given me that, at least. Once the fascination of the Change and its talents were past, you reverted to a state of acceptance, without any great joy. Mostly happy, but not content. Out of the corner of my eye, I would see your misery brush across your face. All too frequently, your thoughts would return to your 'friend.' Something you could have shared with her, a sight, a deed, a challenge. I ached for you, but there was little I could do."
My face was starting to get warm. "Go on."
"Then you went off to Portland to visit, in some dread and high excitement. I hoped for you. But, when you returned, nothing had been resolved. Your misery and abjection increased. Until Lieutenant Gray joined us. At that point, only your fear for her safety remained."
"And now?" My words trickled out, barely audible.
"Now you are at a crossroads. Perhaps 'threshold' would be a better word. Lieutenant Gray shall be one of us. Salvation, as it were. But not resolution. That, you must do, and only you can do."
"But, what if she…?"
"…rejects you? She will not. She understands her own feelings, has obviously understood them for years. Perhaps from the moment of your first meeting. There is no doubt in her, except that you will not see what is there."
"John, if that's true, why hasn't she said anything about her feelings, done anything?"
"She cannot. She fears to lose you, that you will run from her. Megan, can you not see it in her eyes? I can, in the eyes of you both. What I would have given to see that constant love in Deirdre's face! Tell her, Megan. You must."
His arms still rested on my shoulders. I twisted in his grip, skewered on his words like a worm on a fishhook. "I don't know if I can do it, John. Are you sure?"
"Yes. Truly." He smiled. "Trust me, Meggie." My own words thrown back in my face.
"I'll try."
"No. You'll do. And you must. She will not. Only you can be the instrument of your own happiness."
"Is that an order, sir?" I tried to grin, even though his Jedi Master routine was completely serious. And, deep down, I knew it was true.
"A wish. Only a wish." He kissed my forehead.
I gave him a light kiss on the mouth, saying softly, "Take care, John. I love you."
"And I you, Meggie. But I am only a small portion of your destiny. The rest lies there." He nodded toward the silent figure under the blankets.
Then he released me and left, with a last pointed glance at Farrell.
I was alone with my doubts and desires.




CHAPTER TWELVE
Slumped in a chair, I devoured two of the sandwiches and a bottle of juice. Hadn't realized how hungry I was, being preoccupied with Farrell. I'd finished, and was picking lettuce from between my teeth, when her eyelids fluttered a few times and opened. I scooted my chair up beside the bed, watching her get oriented.
"How you feel, Gray?"
She blinked a few more times, gaze swinging from side to side. "I've been worse. I think. Jesus. What time is it?"
"Going on ten in the evening. You've been in here for about an hour and a half. Got any pain?
"Don't think so." She concentrated for a moment. "Dull ache. Left leg. How bad is it?"
"The wound in the thigh was nasty, they said. That was the source of most of the blood. The second shot chipped one bone in your lower leg and cracked the other. You'll heal nicely. And I'll do my part to speed things along, as soon as you wake up completely."
Her eyes went wider, eyebrows lifting. "You gonna give me your blood here? Tonight? Isn't that a little dangerous? The hospital people will fill their britches when the fever starts. You got the equipment?"
I showed her the packet. "This's it. John brought it." Undoing the wrapping revealed a 5 cc. syringe with needle attached, and an 18-inch length of surgical tubing. "Yup, everything we'll need. And I don't think that the fever will do anything more than scare them. They'll look for some bacterial infection, staph or something, and won't find anything. It'll work just fine, Farrell. Don't sweat it."
Farrell frowned at the syringe. "Ugh! I hate shots."
"Too damned bad, dear. If we're gonna save your sweet little ass forever, it's gotta be done."
"Do I have to watch?"
Chuckling, I looped the tubing around my left biceps, tying it off. The vein bulged into view. Though the angle wasn't the best, I'd watched John do it on himself, so I knew I could do it. Uncapping the syringe, I slowly and carefully inserted the needle into the vessel, then began pulling the plunger up, gradually filling the plastic cylinder. When it was full, I capped it off and undid the tubing.
"Now you, Farrell." I wrapped her arm, picked up the syringe. Her eyes never left the needle as I removed the cap. It slipped into the vein easily.
"Here's a little prick for you, with some het blood in it." A probable lie, that last, if John was right. I slowly pushed in the plunger. The dark red column shortened.
She still couldn't look away from the syringe. "Think I'll turn straight, Megs?"
"Sure hope not. That'd be a shame. You're kinda fun the way you are." The syringe was nearly empty. The last bit of my blood went into Farrell's body. I pulled the needle out. Seemed strange not to use an alcohol wipe, but what need was there?
"All done. We're blood sisters, Gray." I replaced the needle cap, bent it, and buried it in the little red sharps waste container that every modern hospital room has.
"When's the fever start?" She watched the single round drop of blood that had formed on her arm. I remembered my own similar experience.
"Less than an hour. First, you have to start drinking your supplements." I tore the plastic cover off of the glass on her nightstand, brought out the containers of powdered protein and minerals.
"Ah, Megs!" Farrell groaned.
"Sorry. You need repair and reinforcement materials. Mostly calcium. Your bones need to be a lot stronger in order to bear the loads your more powerful muscles will put on 'em." As I talked, I filled the glass half-full and dumped some of each of the powders into the water, measuring haphazardly. It didn't matter that much at this point. Smiling, I mixed it into the water with a plastic spoon. After it became a uniform grey-brown, I put it up to her lips.
"Drink um's medicine up, widdle girl. Um's will feel all better." This was more fun than I'd imagined.
Farrell regarded it doubtfully. "Um is going to get seriously even, when Um is better, Megs." She drank it down, though, making a face.
"Nonsense. You'll thank me for this someday, Gray."
There was revenge in her eyes when she handed the glass back. "That tasted like shit, Connolly."
"You'd know that, I suppose, Farrell, after eating your own cooking," I replied. I rinsed the glass, replacing it on the nightstand, then lifted the covers so she could stick her arms back under. "There's my good deed for the day," I said. She still looked rather upset, as I tucked the sheets up around her. "And you know why I did it, right?" My heart pounded as I spoke.
Farrell grinned for the first time. "Because you're a selfish bitch who can't stand to live your life without me?"
I hate it when my motives are so transparent.
"Well, that is part of it," trying to keep my expression non-committal, I put a hand on her left arm, under the sheet, "and, I believe, there was the mention of love, earlier? Am I correct, Lieutenant Gray?"
A stronger grin started to form on Farrell's face, wistful and tender. "Yeah, there is that. Nice of you to remind me, Megs. Now we'll be able to drive each other crazy for eternity, huh?" Her eyelids were beginning to droop, the drugs and strain reestablishing their influence. Her long dark lashes veiled her eyes. She'd never looked better to me than at that moment, in that hospital room. I wanted to tell her, but couldn't just yet, and settled for running the backs of my fingers along her cheek. Her smile turned contented, eyes closing further.
"That feels so nice, Megs. Don't stop."
I cleared my throat, a little catch having appeared in it for some reason. "I won't, Farrell. Anything else?"
Voice nearly a whisper, she said, "Tell me about us. What'll we do in Redmond?"
"Let me think." My fingers continued stroking her cheek. Her eyes were completely closed. Little smile crescents had appeared at the edges of her curving mouth. Those inviting lips. My own lips remembered that kiss in the courtyard. No time for that, now. My mind searched for a story.
"We'll walk the shadowed canyons, my heart, run the starlit ridges until the dawn's light, and drink the moonbeams falling from the heavens above. The Kingdom of the Night will be ours, to do with as we wish. And we'll be together always, to dance down the Moon, hand-in-hand, until the world's end."
My voice became quieter and quieter as I spoke. At the finish, Farrell's chest rose and fell evenly. She was asleep. Her lips still smiled in that achingly lovely face.
I brushed my lips against hers, touched the end of her stub nose with one forefinger. She didn't awaken, but her smile widened. I sighed, my heart filled to bursting. Farrell would survive and we would be together. It was all anyone could ask.
I moved the chair back from the bed, brought out the paperback I'd bought at Freddie's, put my feet up on the end of the bed, and settled in as comfortably as possible for the time before her fever started.
It had been one hell of a week. I had been tense the entire time, nerves on a ragged edge. Me shot, then Farrell shot, and me scared half to death for her. Now it was nearly over. Except for the final step. More and more, though, I thought I could do it. Looking at Farrell's serene smiling face as she slept, nothing seemed more important.
Opening the book, I sighed again, this time contentedly.
Never felt better in my life.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
We finally headed back to Redmond on Monday, after a weekend of medical people trying to determine the cause of Farrell's fever. They ended up scratching their heads after it faded away. She handled the whole ordeal well, though I got real tired of dragging her in and out of the tiny hospital bathroom. John was no help at all, plainly dismayed with the thought of touching any part of Farrell, private or otherwise. Old proprieties die hard. Otherwise, he behaved like he had with me.
Kip Higgins visited a few times, concerned about the fever, but when no staph or any other organism turned up in the tests, she had to wait it out like the rest of us. At least John and I had the advantage of knowing what was going on. Well aware of the Army's testing frequency, the hospital didn't even bother to check for HIV.
Somehow, the hospital security staff managed to maintain Farrell's privacy. The media never made it all the way into her room, but John was cornered twice in the main lobby. He mentioned a tragic accident involving some exchange students who had brought illegal fireworks in from Washington state. Since it was an election year, with plenty of those sorts of distractions, interest flagged quickly, and the flackhounds were off to flush out bigger game.
John and I got terribly tired of sneaking food in to Farrell. It was a relief, on Monday, after nearly a day of take-out duty, when the hospital released her, and we got to take her home. That's the problem, as I explained to John, 'You feed 'em once, and you never get rid of 'em.'
By itself, the required wheelchair ride down to the main floor entrance made it all almost worthwhile, with Farrell forced to endure sitting quietly and being pushed the whole way. And her glowering expression as she sat alongside the smiling volunteer made me long for my camera. I wheeled the Jeep up to them, and hopped out.
"Let me give you some help in, Lieutenant," I said. "That cast must be awfully clumsy." I locked the wheel on the chair, put a hand under her right arm.
"Careful, now, dear," said the volunteer, an older woman with wire-rimmed glasses and grey-shot hair.
Farrell clenched her teeth, then said under her breath, "In about five seconds, Megs, I am going to take off this cast and club you both to death." She climbed into the Jeep, however.
"Now, now, Farrell, just try and relax. This probably won't hurt, and we want you to be comfortable for the long drive. Did you take your pills?" I adjusted a blanket over her knees, after buckling her into the seat, then stuck her new crutches behind the seats.
"You are dead meat, Connolly." The whisper was loud enough for the volunteer to hear, and she looked troubled, probably being accustomed to more grateful patients. I turned back to her. "Lieutenant Gray is like this sometimes. Out of sorts. Maybe her breakfast isn't sitting well."
The woman looked relieved as she stood on the sidewalk, apparently pleased that Farrell's mini-fit wasn't her fault. She smiled warmly at us as I fired up the Jeep, checked over my left shoulder, and wheeled around the edge of the parking lot, climbing toward Glisan Street. While we waited for the traffic to open up, I slipped on my sunglasses and patted Farrell on her left knee.
"No need to thank me so profusely for all this service, Gray," I said. "The act itself is reward enough."
She was oddly silent. After pulling into the eastbound lane, I looked over at her. She was beginning to smile, very slightly.
"Farrell?"
"It's hard for me to believe, Megs. This is it, isn't it? We're really going, and we're really going to be together."
"Don't spoil my good mood, dear," I replied. "I prefer to think that now I've got you in my clutches." The words came out so easily. That John. Such a convincer.
She put on her own shades as I pointed the Jeep onto the 58th Street on-ramp to I-84, and her smile became broader and more self-satisfied as we drove east. Very ominous. Had she been awake and faking sleep when John gave me his lecture? Thinking about that made me wonder if the two of them had set me up. I didn't think John was that sneaky. Farrell, however, was another story.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN
When we got up by Timberline and Government Camp, at the top of the pass on the south slope of Mt. Hood, we stopped at one of the newer restaurants, since I was tired of listening to Farrell complain about how long it had been since breakfast. Farrell rummaged around in her hospital stuff until she found her left shoe and a spare sock, made me carry them as I followed her into the women's room.
The cast lasted less than a minute. Of course, she didn't want to tear it off in her precious clean Jeep. I disposed of the bits and pieces of plaster and cloth while she got the sock and shoe on. No one saw us in the women's room, but Farrell got some odd looks when she carried the crutches over her shoulder into the main part of the restaurant. Why she bothered to keep them was beyond me, but I've never been much good at figuring out some of her motivations. Others are all too obvious, unfortunately.
After we ate and were back on the road, slipping down the eastern slopes of the Cascades, she had to make a potty stop. Good timing. Another five miles, and we would have been out of the forest and into the high desert of Indian Flats. No trees to hide behind. I pulled the Jeep off on a half grown-over old Forest Service road, drove a quarter-mile or so down it. She hopped out when the Jeep came to a halt.
I switched off the ignition, pocketed the keys, and followed along behind her through the pumice and lava chunks as she searched for just the right spot.
"What're you up to, Megs? Don't you trust me to go by myself?" She looked puzzled and annoyed.
I shrugged. "Well, I'm kind of your new mother, Farrell, what with you getting my blood and all, so, yeah, I'm concerned."
"Sure, Megs," she said, pulling down her shorts and sitting on the edge of a pine stump. "You're real parental. I've always noticed that about you."
"Hey, it's a new role, Gray, but I'm determined to give it my best shot." I leaned against a bug-eaten snag, watching her.
When she'd wiped herself with some moss, pulled her pants up, and started to fiddle with her belt, I walked over to her.
"Here, Farrell, let me help you with that." My eyes on hers, I threaded the belt through the buckle, cinched it up tight, then put my hands on her waist to keep them from shaking.
"Remember that time after the Oregon State game in Corvallis our junior season?" I asked. "The coach let us use our own cars, since the campuses were only forty miles apart. We rode with Marsha Torres, and you were messing around in the back with Cori Ando. You put your belt back on over your seatbelt. Remember?"
She grinned. "I remember falling on my face trying to get out of the car. What about it?"
"Well, dear, I didn't want anything like that to happen out here. You know, get your belt wrapped around a branch, or a bush, or something. I'd have to rescue you. Call it preventive parenting."
I leaned closer. Our faces were maybe five inches apart. Those copper eyes had little dark flecks in them. Funny I'd never noticed that before. Keeping my right hand firmly entwined in her belt, I raised my other hand to her face, ran my fingertips over the top of her ear, then down, left them resting gently on her cheek. The skin under them quivered. She inhaled sharply.
"What're you doing to me, Megs?" Her breath bathed my face as she spoke. My nostrils filled with her new scent, so very much like mine now.
My own voice dropped an octave. "Something we should have done a long time ago, Farrell, if we hadn't been scared of what might happen. Or what might not." Our lips met, the lightest of feather-touches at first, then gradually increasing the pressure. My right hand slipped up under her T-shirt, went around behind her back, felt the muscles shifting underneath the smooth warmth of her skin. The world around us receded.
John had been right. Of course.
Farrell slowly encircled me with her arms, pulled me close. My breasts pressed against hers. She parted my teeth with her tongue, and we tasted each other greedily. Our hips flexed together in the oldest of rhythms.
Long lashes gently brushed my cheek, tiny droplets of moisture at their ends. I kissed the tears out of her eyes, savoring the hint of salt, then buried my face in her neck. The short hair behind her ear tickled my nose.
Words came out from between lips caressing my right earlobe. "Megan, I'm supposed to be the aggressive one."
I stroked her neck. Her fingers were playing with the hair on the back of my head. "Farrell, you should have seduced me years ago." We were kissing again around the words.
"That first day, in the dorm, I knew," she said, back at my ear. "I sat on the desk and looked out the window, and I knew. I couldn't even look at you, and I was sure if I said anything, you'd run."
"And I thought you were just homesick!"
She shook her head in the hollow of my neck. "No. All I could think of was your hair. I wanted to touch it, run my fingers through it, cut a piece out, and wear it in a locket."
"You were that romantic at eighteen? I'm flattered."
"I knew I'd never tell you on my own. I'd have to wait until you realized what we had."
My own eyes were getting misty. "I'm so damned sorry, Farrell. If only I'd known." I hugged her harder. Both of us began to sniffle.
We touched and talked for nearly an hour, then walked slowly back through the trees to the Jeep. How can two people be so happy and cry so much? Every time our eyes met, we'd start leaking again.
When we were buckled back into the Jeep, its engine running, and our eyes dried for the moment, Farrell started to giggle.
"Now what?" I said.
"It's silly, but I keep thinking I'm gonna wake up back in the hospital, find out none of this happened."
I backed the Jeep around, swinging back onto the two-track road. "Really, Farrell? You know what I'm thinking? It's much simpler and less romantic than that."
"Tell me."
"Well, I think it's a real good thing that we're the same size, so neither of us gets a crick in her neck or back at the wrong time."
She shook her head, one arm held up to deflect the pine branches reaching in the side windows. "Shit, Megs. I never thought I'd wind up being the romantic one."
I wasn't about to tell her just then how the sun shining through the pine boughs above us had scattered red highlights in her hair, how her lips felt on mine, or how the smell of her desire drove me nearly insane. Or that, of all the moments of my life, the past hour or so was the most precious, and would always be so.
Instead, I asked, "You still want a lock of my hair?"
"Naah," she said. "Not when I figure I can have the rest of you once in a while."
* * * * *
The remainder of the trip was both rapid and erratic. Basking in our love was a lot more interesting than watching the road. And it's impossible to shift when your gear hand is between someone's thighs.
Finally at the house, nearly two hours later, we found a note from John saying that he'd gone into Redmond to replenish supplies. Our commanding officer, the facilitator. He'd been an hour or so ahead of us initially, so this had to be a contrived pause for Farrell and me to fulfill his hopes. I found my own gratitude pathetically amusing.
It took only a few minutes to carry Farrell's things into her new room, only a few minutes more to strip off our clothes and take our first shower together. Well, our first shower together without any teammates or troops around, and for sure the first where each of us treated the other as though she was lather-impaired.
Then we had to try out Farrell's new bed.
Good friends may be hard to come by, but, trust me, they are not hard to come with.
Thanks, John.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Hunger drove us out into the kitchen and into the refrigerator two hours later, after another shower. By then, the sun had dropped low enough in the summer sky for its light to slant half-way across the living room. The glass and oak furniture resting on the cream-colored carpet gleamed golden. As I'd found out almost the moment I'd arrived, over a month ago, John was a serious oak freak. The house, all four bedrooms, the media room, the weight room, his study, you name it. The interior trim and all the built-ins were oak. Only the shop, situated in the easternmost wing between the media room and his study, and filled with wood-working and machine tools, was a designated non-oak area.
Farrell looked around from the center of the kitchen, her mouth half-full of her second bagel, drinking directly from the milk carton she held in her right hand as she slowly examined her surroundings.
"Shit, Megs," she said, waving her free arm. "You had me going so hot and heavy when we came in, I didn't notice how nice everything in here is. This place cost a fortune. Look at that weight room!" The house is basically a giant U, with a broad cedar deck between the long north-south wings, the wings connected on their south ends by the weight room, kitchen, and dining room.
I nodded as I laid a few more slices of turkey breast on top of a mound of other meats and cheeses that was promising to be an adequate sandwich when it grew up. A big dollop of mustard, then I gently put the upper piece of bread in place, and it was ready.
"Yeah," I replied, winding the twist-tie back on the loaf of seven-grain bread, "it did take some bucks, but you have to remember that John is very thrifty and takes a long view of everything. Plus he did a fair amount of the work himself. He worked in a joinery back in Cavan."
I wasn't certain that Farrell heard my last words. She was starting to edge toward my sandwich with a hungry glint in her eye. I held up the knife threateningly.
"Mine, Gray. Back off."
"Hey, Megs, we shared undying love and devotion just a few minutes ago. Shared."
"Horizontal and vertical are ninety degrees apart, Farrell. Blood flow to the brain is real different. Make your own."
I carefully cut the sandwich in two and put it on a plate, grinning at her while I licked my lips.
"Just a few bites, okay? C'mon, Megs, honey."
"Don't whine," I said, taking a hefty bite and mumbling around it. "S'good, Gray." She looked so distressed by then that I gave in, and reluctantly handed her the other half. She seized it like a famished sailor.
"Sit down when you eat, dear, and don't get any mustard on your new white bathrobe," I said, watching her demolish my culinary handiwork.
"Is this part of the parental shit we talked about up in the woods, Megs? Or were you horizontal then? I forget." Her sandwich half was gone. She sucked on her fingers, winking at me.
What the hell. I can't stay even faux upset at Farrell for long. I set my sandwich down, walked around the combination dining/stovetop island, and put an arm around her shoulders. "Just remember to brush and floss after eating, dear. Okay?"
I nuzzled her neck. Her left shoulder shifted slightly under my hand. Puzzled, I looked up in time to see her reaching for my remaining sandwich, and swatted her forearm.
"No! Godammit, Gray!"
Laughing, Farrell twisted against me and pushed me down, hanging on as we fell to the floor together, our bathrobes tangled. She began tickling me. I squirmed like an eel, but couldn't get away from her. She got one hand under my bathrobe, and then kissed that nice little hollow above my left collarbone, running the tip of her tongue over the skin.
"Farrell, stop it. You turd!" I could hardly talk, I was giggling so hard, and she had me completely pinned.
"We're horizontal, Megs. How's that blood flow?"
From somewhere behind her, someone coughed.
"Is this the result of the new mustard?" said John, in very dead-pan tones. "I suppose I'll have to try it, then." Farrell instantly leapt up off me and onto her feet, leaving me lying gasping on the floor with my bathrobe mostly around my waist.
"CPR practice, sir," she said, adjusting her belt. "Lieutenant Connolly had a bite of sandwich stuck in her throat."
"And you were massaging it with your tongue, hoping to dislodge the offending morsel? I see." John fought to keep his face blank. "I trust you are all right, Meggie?"
"I will be," I said, as I climbed to my feet, "just as soon as I kill this deceptive bitch." Farrell backed away from me, hiding behind John, sticking her tongue out.
"Well," he said, "perhaps you two could stop frolicking for an hour or so, and join me in the study. I'm afraid I badly misjudged the direction and magnitude of the activities of our late Arab friends in Portland." He turned toward the study, moving around Farrell, smiling at her and patting her on the shoulder.
"And, Lieutenant Gray? Were I you, I'd run." Still smiling, he walked jauntily down the short hallway and disappeared.
Farrell and I looked at each other in bewilderment.
"Correct me if I'm wrong, Megs, but is his mood maybe a trifle light for what he just said?"
"I think so, Farrell, but it must've amused the hell out of him seeing you on the floor with your bare butt sticking straight up in the air."
"'Straight,' she said, shaking her head. "I hate that word."
"Yeah, right," I replied, chuckling. "Put your milk away, and let's find out what's going on." Picking up the rest of my sandwich, I hurried off to the study, munching as I went.
The study looked the same as when I'd first seen it, another oak sanctuary, the sun filtering through the big tinted skylights, and John behind his large, polished desk. The wall behind him was solid books above a wall-to-wall counter/work station holding all his electronic necessities. In here I'd first seen a picture of Deirdre, standing in the background of a shot of John and my great-grandparents in Heppner, in their turn-of-the-century finery. Hugh and Rose Tierney, Rose with a perky furled umbrella over one shoulder, and my dad's Uncle Pat as an infant in her arms. The infant Pat was in his late seventies now, but John still looked the same as in 1915, and I'd bet Deirdre did too, wherever she was.
The only new item in the room was a second leather chair identical to the one I'd sat in for that first briefing.
"When'd you get this, John?" I asked, trying to decide which was the old one, and which was the new.
"Cashman's Furniture in Bend, this afternoon. I knew some decisions would have to be made today, and wished not to keep looking down at whichever one of you was sitting on the carpet." He didn't raise his head from the thin briefcase he was going through so carefully. I sat down in the right-hand chair, and Farrell, coming in after me, took the left. She reached over and took my hand in hers, then began gently rubbing the ball of my thumb. I smiled at her, and sighed, and she smiled back.
"Whoever is purring should stop," said John, "it is most distracting. Ah, here it is." He emerged from the briefcase and handed a sheet of looseleaf paper across to me. Five short lines of cramped Arabic printing filled the center of the sheet.
"I can't read it, John. My ability to decipher this stuff is not that good yet. Is it names?" Western civilization only borrowed Arabic numerals, and even those look a bunch different from ours after all the centuries. I gave the sheet to Farrell, who turned it this way and that, probably trying to find the pony hidden in all the squiggles.
"Well," said John, rather smugly I thought, "I can, and here are the translations."
I had been right. It was names, five of them.
Maurice A. Birnbaum






Terrance Bogard






Alexandra Tremaine






Eduardo Martinez






Deirdre Konrad






Oh, shit. Now I knew why John seemed so pleased with himself. Deirdre. I gave Farrell the paper, heard her breath hiss in when she saw the name.
"Think it's her, John?" I asked.
He shrugged, his basic skepticism asserting itself. "A chance, I think, except for the circumstances."
"And that would be…?"
"Well, let us back up to your wounding at Washington Square. What sort of silencing device was used?"
"Bao-de, I think." I recalled the double charcoal spheres, Japanese military issue commonly utilized by their secret service and counter-insurgency groups. We had a few of them for Special Ops use, and some knock-offs occasionally showed up in the drug trade.
"Yes," he nodded, "and what automatic weapons were in use by the river?"
"Mini-Macs," said Farrell, "like ours."
"Just so," said John. "Not Uzis, not AK-47s, the typical Middle Eastern hardware. Who uses Mini-Macs?"
"Drug dealers, mostly in the southern Atlantic states," I said, realizing where this was going.
John leaned forward onto his elbows, his fingers steepled.
"After I gave the police a satisfactory statement in Portland, I left the area in Lieutenant Gray's jeep, prowling slowly down all the side streets between Macadam and the river. Within ten minutes I found the rental mini-van belonging to our attackers. Along with a considerable amount of food wrappers and boxes of spare ammunition, the rear compartment contained this briefcase. The contents quickly dispelled any political motives for Sarima's abduction."
"Blackmail," said Farrell in a flat voice.
"Precisely. They were hoping to use her freedom as a bargaining chip, forcing Fahid and his brother, Sarima's father, to bring drugs into Saudi Arabia on the hospital company's courier jets." He tapped the stack of papers lying in the open briefcase. "It's all here. The DEA and ATF will be most interested."
"We gonna be up to our asses in the anal-retentive?" asked Farrell. Us military types are real leery of most other government agencies, particularly the DEA and the ATF.
"I think not," said John, frowning, "but we will need to investigate these names thoroughly before contacting anyone.
I've done a preliminary search, and frankly, the one name that generated any information from the Deschutes County Library's on-line service should not be a name found in the possession of drug traffickers."
"And…," I said.
"Maurice Aloysius Birnbaum is a noted Irish-jewish immigrant residing in Lake County near the Hart Mountain Antelope Refuge, by the California border. Ranching, mining, timber, and a history of philanthropic deeds of large proportion all serve to mark him as a model citizen. And this list of names found in a battered briefcase would then only be a strange coincidence, were it not in Arabic."
"Check the other names," said Farrell, shifting in her seat and crossing her legs. "The answer's there somewhere."
John gave her a thin smile.
"Deschutes County Sheriff's Department, Lieutenant. Tomorrow morning at eight hundred hours, you and Meggie will meet with the Sheriff, who has generously offered to run a national check on the other four names."
I looked at Farrell. "Boy, Gray, it's too damned bad you don't like men, otherwise you'd be in for a treat!"
"What?" she said, gaze shifting from John to me and back again, her expression more suspicious with each shift.
John began to laugh.
"Don't worry, Farrell," I told her. "It's just more of my family tree."




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
The next morning, eight hundred hours, Farrell and I were sitting in the office of my father's first cousin, Frank Lopes, who is the oldest son of Dad's Aunt Margaret. It was not bad duty. Frank is hot. When people see him for the first time, they start looking for the cameras, certain that a film crew is lurking somewhere close by. He is that handsome, and it's made him uneasy his entire life, given him a constant wary look. In his mid-forties now and greying at the temples, he's still a hunk.
He is also the Sheriff of Deschutes County. John had sort of forgotten to mention just how tight he is with Frank, that he sometimes did 'consulting favors' for the Sheriff's Department. Which is why we were sitting across the desk from cousin Frank, and I was trying not to look like the scruffy little girl I knew he was remembering. His current wary expression had a little bit of the 'can-women-handle-this-sort-of-thing' element that military females are used to, not that he hasn't hired women for patrol duty. The family connection didn't help, for sure, and Farrell made him even more jumpy.
Today Frank was particularly easy on the eyes, in a charcoal grey sports coat and powder-blue shirt with a dark blue tie. A lot more elegant than our garb, our usual
T-shirt, jeans, and hightop cross-trainers. Watching him, even I considered looking for the cameras, and Farrell looked as though she might be beginning to get a handle on the whole heterosexual thing.
Frank'd been on a phone call when the receptionist let us in, so we hadn't spoken. Putting a hand over the phone, he said, "It's Pat, Megan. She says 'hello.'" His wife.
I nodded, responded in kind. He spoke a few more words into the receiver, made notes, promising to bring home some groceries. For them, there are always groceries, with two growing athletic sons.
Hanging up, he leaned over to shake my hand, and cleared his throat. "Well, Megan, a pleasure to see you. Paddy Hugh and Brigit are fine?" These are my parents.
"Yessir. How about Pat and the boys?" The whole family is laced with Pats and Paddys, Kathleens and Roses, Jimmys and Johns. We're like Arabs that way, only a few names for a shitload of people. I consider myself lucky to be a Megan.
"Fine, fine." He cleared his throat again.
"Frank, this's my partner, Farrell Gray." They both stood, shook hands, and exchanged the usual banal pleasantries. Frank sat back down, picked up a pencil, and held it with both hands while he smiled inquisitively at us.
"Well, did you bring the list John mentioned?"
I handed over the names.
"The first one we know about, Frank. Any of the others look familiar?"
He nodded.
"One." He rose from his chair. "Let me have my people put the others into the computer. I'll just be a couple of minutes, get the process started. It can run while I tell you about the one name I recognize."
When Frank was gone, I cocked an eyebrow at Farrell.
"Well, Gray?"
She tried to look non-committal.
"He's nice enough, Megs. I can even see a touch of John in there under the Latino. He sure isn't your brother, though."
I nodded. Farrell would kill me if I ever told anyone, but she has a definite attraction for my little brother Desmond. Des just graduated from high school, a slender, easy-going, redheaded kid a couple of inches taller than Farrell and me. He worships Farrell, and I guess she's attracted to androgynous saintly types. Go figure.
Frank bustled through the door and sat back down, a file in his hand. He passed an 8 X 10 black-and-white glossy across to us. An obvious Latino face looked at the camera, angular but somehow soft, with thick bangs halfway down a wide forehead. The eyes were probably brown, with more than a touch of mean. Not happy having his picture taken.
"Who is he?" asked Farrell.
"Eddie Martin, aka Eduardo Martinez, the fourth name on your list. He's an American citizen, we think, originally from southern California. He's been around here for a few months, had his picture taken after a small-time drug raid this past March. He was definitely more important than the company he was keeping when we picked him up. We think he's attempting to establish a larger distribution operation than we normally get around here, and our usual sources have given us only a few morsels of information. He seems to be able to put the fear of God into his potential associates. A very nasty individual, or so we're told."
Frank leaned forward. "I think I can arrange for you to cross paths with our Mr. Martin. The two deputies I'd like to pair you with picked him up again about a month ago, in front of a local drug hangout. Since Eddie seldom travels without at least one large companion, the deputies handcuffed him in the back seat of their vehicle, and went inside to see who or what else they could find. When they came out, empty- handed, Eddie was gone out over the front seat after tearing out the separating screen. They never did find the handcuffs, but the restraining bar was untouched, so he had to have cut through them somehow."
"Anything else, since then?"
"A fairly reliable snitch reported seeing Martin recently outside a former telephone company warehouse east of town. Not far from the airport. For the past three years, the place has been used by a local moving outfit for storage. I'll send you two out with the deputies to take a look."
I handed the photo back to Frank. "So, what do we do?".
"Well," said Frank, "I don't want any of my people prowling around inside a legitimate business facility, and if the two of you're half as good as John at getting into places…" He let it hang a little longer, setting us up.
"Sure, why not? You got any problem with that, Farrell? Farrell shook her head, cracking her knuckles in anticipation.
"In that case," Frank said, pushing his chair back and
standing, "I'll let you meet Chuck Hinkle and Melvin Tom. They're off-shift but said they'd be in to use the weight room. I imagine they're working up a good sweat."
'Hinkle and Tom' sounded like the name of kids' entertainers who did birthday parties or cartoon shows. Probably not, though. In our line of work, Farrell and I wouldn't be that lucky. No balloon animals for us.
Standing, Frank overtopped us by a good three inches, and he still walked with the fluid grace I remembered from my childhood. Such a pleasure to watch! We went down the stark white hallways, past busy desks and empty interrogation rooms, until the air thickened with sweat and humidity. The locker room had to be close. Frank stopped and opened a heavy metal door, motioned us through, and we were in the weight room.
It was good-sized, with big skylights and a decent selection of stations and free weights. There were two doors at the opposite end, one with 'Locker Room' in big black letters; the other with 'Sauna and Whirlpool.' Only two people occupied the room besides us. Hinkle and Tom, I'd bet, Tom probably the taller dark-skinned rangy one on the leg-press, and Hinkle the stocky blond doing biceps curls. Frank headed for the blond. Both had their backs to us.
Under his buzzcutt, Hinkle was straining into the last of his curls, face red and mouth doing a fair imitation of a goldfish's. He'd been at it a while; everything but his shoes were soaked.
In the traditional male jobs like the military, sports, and probably in law enforcement, a woman has to establish her equality. Cut through the testosterone bullshit, as it were. Saves a lot of time. The trick is to do it without humiliating anyone. Or enjoying it too much. And better me than Farrell this time. I stopped beside Hinkle.
"Hey, you want to take a break? I'll take care of it for you while you rest." I held out my hand. Farrell stood on the other side of him, grinning.
His forearm dropped onto the pads. Blue eyes focused
first on me and then Farrell as he continued breathing deeply, then he tilted his head sideways so he could look me over. Cocky recognized cocky. He grinned and heaved up off the seat.
"Sure. Have at it, lady." Preoccupied with these two wiseass chicks, he still hadn't seen his boss, standing behind him.
I brushed the sweat off the seat, sat, got my right arm positioned, and gripped the bar. About seventy pounds on it.
"How many does it like?"
"Gimme ten." The grin was really wide now; he was enjoying this, wanted to enjoy it more.
Keeping my eyes on his, not watching the weights, I did ten quick ones, then ten more. Then switched hands and popped twenty more. His grin vanished. The goldfish mouth reappeared, with wide eyes. Nowhere near as wide as Farrell's grin, however. I put down the weight, looked over his shoulder at Frank.
"You're right, Frank," I said. "Gravity isn't as strong up here. That was pretty easy."
Hinkle whirled around, which put his eyes at the level of the Sheriff's collarbones. He about jumped out of his skin.
"Shi… I didn't know you were there, sir!"
"I understand, Deputy." Frank gestured toward me. "These two ladies are Lieutenants Megan Connolly and Farrell Gray, Chuck. Megan, Farrell -- Chuck Hinkle."
Hinkle had the consideration to wipe his hand off on a towel before taking ours. His blue eyes were a very pale blue, openly suspicious now. A spray of freckles went across a pug nose that had seen its share of blows. He didn't try to out-shake us, and picked up some points for that. The enlarged knuckles under my grip told me he was somewhere along the martial arts trail, though, breaking stuff with his hands.
"That was damned impressive," he said, in a tone that said he wanted an explanation.
I glanced swiftly around the room, as if checking to make sure we weren't overheard, then spoke in a near-whisper out of the corner of my mouth.
"I'm really a female super-hero. I left my mask, tights, and cape at home, along with that really neat bra we all get. Don't tell anybody, okay?"
Hinkle's mouth fell open again, but only for an instant. Frank stifled a laugh. Farrell managed to keep a straight face, somehow.
"Pleased to meet, you, Chuck," I said, before he could respond. "Really, it was nothing. They teach us to focus like that in the Army. It makes a heckuva difference." I turned to Farrell. "Doesn't it, Gray?"
"Definitely, Megs. Very, very important."
Our remarks didn't convince Hinkle much more than my super-hero bit. His eyes kept darting down to my arms, as Frank turned and indicated the other deputy. I gave Hinkle a half-smile and half-shrug as I went by him. His return grin wasn't much, but at least it was a grin. Farrell nodded and punched him lightly on the shoulder.
Tom was a Native American, what anthropologists used to call Amerinds. His big-boned, long-muscled body was topped by a incongruously oval smooth face. Down from the Warm Springs Reservation, in all probability.
Frank repeated the introductions. "This is Melvin Tom, Megan, Farrell." Tom's hand was lightly callused, his handshake dignified. His hair, longer than Hinkle's, was black and bristly. Kind of like Farrell's, only without the red highlights. His large brown eyes assessed us with the same measured dignity as his handshake.
"A great pleasure to meet you, Lieutenants." His voice was slow, a mellow bass.
I liked him instantly. And knew without being told that he was the gyroscope of the pair, and Hinkle the engine. Not that Hinkle didn't appear bright; he did. Tom just seemed to take it a little slower, be more thoughtful and reflective. He probably got the most Christmas cards.
We went over what they knew about Eddie Martin, basically no more than what Frank had told us, except we got their first-hand impressions. We agreed to meet in front of the Sheriff's Department at 21:00 hours that evening, and then left them to finish their workout.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
"Any problems with this, ladies?" Frank asked, as we went back to his office.
"So far, it seems straightforward enough. Hinkle and Tom give one of us a pre-determined amount of time to get in and look around, then come to save whoever it is if she doesn't show on schedule." Frank's wince was barely noticeable.
"That thing with the cuffs bothers me," he said.
"Maybe he had some small bolt-cutters, Frank," I replied. "That's how I'd do it." Which was horseshit. I'd rip 'em apart with my bare hands, although it would surprise me if Martin had the same option. Still, Deirdre's name was on the list, so there might be more than one vamp involved. Provided this was John's Deirdre.
"Well, we'll probably never find out, unless we get him, and he chooses to tell us," Frank continued. "And we will get him, eventually, if he stays around these parts."
Sheriffs don't get elected for lack of confidence. As Frank opened the door to his office for us, I hoped he was right.
A small pile of fax papers rested on his desk, and Frank scooped them up before he even sat down. His haste told me he must want Eddie Martin much more than his words indicated. He riffled through the papers, frowning slightly as he handed them across the desk.
"No information on the two women," he said, "but Bogard's dead. Killed down in Sacramento two months ago, in a shoot-out with the police. A drug bust aimed at someone besides Bogard. He just happened to be there. With a woman, but she escaped." Frank thought a few moments longer, tapping his fingers on the desk. "She might be one of the other names on John's list, though, I suppose."
A quick scan before I gave the sheets to Farrell told me more than I wanted to know. Bogard had resisted arrest in ways no normal human being outside of the movies could ever manage. A combination of martial arts and PCP, according to the police report, but the truth lay between the lines. And there'd been no PCP in his blood when they'd tested.
Farrell's features as she went through the report repeated what must have flickered over my own face.
Beyond a doubt, the late Terrance Bogard was a vampire.
Thankfully, he hadn't tried to kill anyone, but there were apparently more cops there than even one of us could wade through in a short time. Some of them were still in the hospital, I'd bet. There was a list of broken arms, smashed ribs, dislocated joints, and ruptured spleens long enough to fill a Steven Seagal movie. Bogard'd been shot twice early on, even though he'd been unarmed, but the one that put him down forever'd been a pop to the head. 'Accidentally shot while resisting arrest,' they'd called it.
No officer was named as the responsible shooter on the death shot. The woman presumed to have been with Bogard had gotten away during the melee. Several witnesses, official and otherwise, had described her as slender, very fast-moving, and blonde.
John was going to be most interested in this new information, and if this blonde woman was Deirdre, I suspected that Farrell and I were going to have to help him keep his professional detachment.
Maybe Eddie Martin would provide some answers. We collected our copies of the report, thanked Frank, and headed back to Redmond.
"Well, Gray?" I asked a silent Farrell as we swept north on Highway 97 out of Bend, past the exit to Highway 26 and the Mountain View Mall.
"I dunno, Megs." She shook her head, then continued as I moved the Honda into the right lane of the new four-lane highway. "I think it might be Deirdre, but, if it is, she's taken a bunch more public role than in the past, if we can believe what John's said. She was a backgrounder when he knew her, and how much would she change after two thousand years? Not her style."
"Yeah, I agree, but Martin's the next logical step, don't you think?"
We got back to the house a little after eleven. John was less communicative than Farrell after reading the reports. He ate lunch with us, but was preoccupied and distant, speaking mostly in monosyllables.
"I need to think about this," he announced, after putting his dishes in the dishwasher. "I'll be back later." He headed for the weight-room door onto the deck.
"Dinner at five, John. Remember," I said.
"Pine Tavern," said Farrell. "Scones."
"I'll be back in time, ladies. It's only a walk. And I would never neglect your feedings, Lieutenant Gray."
Well, at least he grinned on the way out.
* * * * *
The Pine Tavern is next to Drake Park on the Deschutes River, in Bend's secluded downtown. My last time here, I'd been with John, and the time before that had been with Farrell. The half-dozen or so trips prior to that had been for some special celebration with my family, like an unplanned pregnancy or some other Catholic thing.
The food is great, the setting beautiful, and the place is deservedly famous for its hot scones with honey-butter. Except for the shadow of Deirdre and the fact that Farrell is the world's worst scone hog, the evening should be wonderful.
An extra order of scones would solve the one problem, but I hadn't a clue about Deirdre. Or Eddie Martin, for that matter.
"Scones," said Farrell, sighing happily over her menu, and pulling me out of my distracted state.
"Meggie mentioned the last time we ate here that you typically fail to share the scones," said John, more cheerful now after a four-hour hike along the Crooked River.
I remembered that previous meal very clearly. I'd sat watching the ducks swimming in the river shallows of Drake Pond while John looked at the menu. I'd seen two fit-looking older women in thick sweaters and hiking shorts standing by the river, tossing bread to the ducks, who churned the water and quacked furiously as they went after the food. Seeing the women's obvious friendship and easy smiles for one another, I'd wished I could hear what they were saying. Farrell and I should end up like them in another forty years, I'd thought, feeding the ducks and swapping war stories, still together, retired and happy.
I'd known the Change would rob me of that, if I accepted it. Another forty years would find me still young, and people seeing us here would think my dear old grandmother and I were out enjoying some time together. "What a nice young woman," I'd heard them say in my imagination, "spending an evening with her grandmother, when she could be out with people her own age." That hadn't been what I wanted to think about that night.
And now I would never have to. Farrell and I were together, and, even though some potentially loose ends had presented themselves, things were on the right track. I glommed a scone to help my good feeling last, causing John to smile briefly at Farrell's alarmed expression.
"I begin to understand your concern about Lieutenant Gray's appetite for these scones, Meggie," he said, carefully buttering one for himself.
"No kidding. She's a pig, John."
"If you're ready, I can take your order now." The waitress' arrival effectively stopped the scone war, and we ordered without incident, John being smart enough to ask for more scones.
When the waitress departed, John's conversation shifted to tonight's activities.
"Should you discover that this Martin is one of us," he asked quietly, "what will you do?" His gaze moved from me to Farrell and back. I tried to read his silence for some direction before saying anything, but Farrell jumped first.
"Pop 'im," she said. "What choice is there, if we find him? It's us or him, and we can't let him go back to his bosses with the news that there are vamps out hunting vamps."
"She's right," I reluctantly agreed.
"Yes," said John, giving a very sly smile. "I believe you both understand the situation perfectly."
The food came a few minutes later, and the conversation turned to other, lighter topics.
* * * * *
Every lawman in Oregon packs a Glock, it seems, usually a 17 or a 19. When I pulled my little Honda into the County lot, beside Hinkle and Tom's unmarked drabmobile, Hinkle was stuffing shells into an extra magazine for his pistol, and Tom was strapping on his holster. An M-16 was racked between the seats, and a tidy street-sweeper shotgun sat unobtrusively under the jockey box.
Farrell gave them a thumb's up, and I lifted an eyebrow at them. "So, guys, just where is this rogue elephant we're going to hunt down tonight with all this firepower?"
Hinkle stuck the spare magazine in his belt-holder, grinning. "We brought the M-16 so you two'd have something you're familiar with, just in case. Melvin wanted you to feel at home."
"What sweethearts you fellas are! We're a couple of lucky girls," I said. Sarcasm laid on with a trowel.
I left Farrell discussing the merits of shotguns versus large caliber handguns, and locked the Honda after removing my small flashlight from the glove box. We climbed into their back seat. Tom smiled to himself as he adjusted his holster, a man of few words. Both deputies were in uniform. Farrell and I wore T-shirts, jeans, and rockclimbers. Hinkle slid behind the wheel, belted up, and drove slowly through the parking lot. His eyes watched me in the rearview mirror.
"You from around here, Lieutenant?"
"No. Molalla. You?"
"The Dalles. The Sheriff said you went to Oregon?"
"Yeah," said Farrell. "We both did. Class of '88. You?" Boy, was this a lively conversation. Tom's smile got wider.
"OSU. Law enforcement. Then Police Academy at Monmouth."
"How about you, Melvin?" I said.
"Two years at Central Oregon, MP in the Army, then Monmouth." Melvin's saying even that much took him about as long as our entire exchange with Hinkle.
"Not meaning to be too nosy," I said. "But are you from Warm Springs?"
"Yes, but I went to high school in The Dalles. Chuck and I met there. My family all still live on the Reservation, except for my older sister, who's in Portland."
It went on like this as we drove through town, backgrounding each other. Neither deputy reacted to the exciting news that Farrell was from Tacoma, and we had to insist that they call us by our first names at least twice.
"Do you know much about Native Americans, ladies?" asked Melvin, grinning even more when Farrell bristled.
"Almost nothing," she said. "Now that I'm over here, though, I'd like to learn." He had something in mind, I thought, and Farrell knew this was a lead-in.
"Chuck has learned a great deal. He even acquired a Native American name the last time we were up at the Reservation." Another sly one, this guy.
"Really?" I asked.
"Yes. It's a mouthful in our tongue, quite lengthy even in English." Hinkle's head and neck were disappearing into his collar.
"And, what might it be?" Hey, I'd play along.
"'Too-Many-Beers, Falls-in-Pool.' A fine expressive name." Hinkle looked ready to explode.
"Dammit, Mel! Do you have to tell everybody that story?"
"No, but I sensed a comradeship between you and Megan. After all, you are both blonds. Common ground can be common knowledge. As my grandmother says, 'Bad news is better from a friend.'" He turned to me. "My grandmother is a medicine woman. She thinks highly of Chuck, but do not let that bias your judgment of her. The elderly see good in strange places." This was all delivered dead-pan, but there was a twinkle deep in those brown eyes.
"I'm not going to say anything about blonds, Melvin," said Farrell. "They're perpetual victims."
Hinkle had apparently recovered, was nodding vigorously, happy to be able to talk about Tom's grandmother. "She really is a great lady, Megan, regardless of her grandson. And you probably noticed that Mel is heavily into the 'wise Indian' schtick. If he gets too annoying, just yell at him."
Tom sighed. "My grandmother feels the white man's world has corrupted me. I have abandoned the old ways, to her sorrow. Still, she would enjoy meeting you two, I think." This time, when I looked into his eyes, the twinkle was nearly gone. Farrell saw it too. This guy bore some watching. Entirely too sharp.
"We'd both like that, Melvin," said Farrell.
He nodded without speaking.
We reached the airport road, turned left, and cruised north at a steady 45 mph.
"The old telephone warehouse is about another mile," said Hinkle. "How do you want to work this?"
"We figure only one of us should go in. I won the toss. Dump me as far away as possible," I said, "but close enough so that you can still have a clear view of the building. I'll go up on the roof, signal you when I find a way in. You give me fifteen minutes to snoop around. If I'm not back in twenty, you come rescue me. That seem okay?"
Melvin slowed the car, then stopped at the edge of a large asphalt parking lot. The warehouse squatted about seventy-five yards away, a bulky yellow-tan building with a flat roof. On the front, big red letters painted over the faded remnants of the telephone company's logo read 'Fox Brothers Moving and Storage.' The few windows were covered with steel bars, but at least two good-sized air ducts stuck above the roofline. Typically there'd be a hatch of some kind to get up to the roof, and these frequently would have only the barest of locks. There's nothing like an urban infiltration seminar to bring you up to speed on the stuff you could learn quicker if you watched cop shows on TV.
Hinkle did a once-around with the car. The place looked deserted, but was big enough to hide a multitude of sinstuff. Only the corner office windows were uncovered. It had been slowly growing darker, and, as I climbed out, the pair of street lights by the entry road blinked on. I trotted over toward the south side of the building, then peered carefully around the corner and through the edge of the front window. The interior of the office looked like an office: file cabinets, desks, computer terminals, all neat and clean.
I dropped to the asphalt, and leopard-crawled along the front of the building until I could see through the front entrance. Securely locked double doors blocked a wide hallway that opened into the office, with bathrooms and maybe a lunchroom down the line. Everything seemed empty. A small adhesive sign on the doors proclaimed that the premises were checked by a local security company, whose people I guessed would show up perhaps twice during the night.
I needed a way to get up onto the roof, and local weather patterns had kindly provided it. Rainfall in Central Oregon is not the warm constant drizzle that falls down in the Willamette Valley, where I grew up. Here the sky opens, and simply pours, along with the operatic accompaniment of thunder and lightning. Most flat-roofed buildings have good-sized drainpipes with underground fields to dissipate the excess water, and the telephone company had thoughtfully provided several six-inch steel pipes for the task. I decided to try the one on the nearest corner, wishing that I had a radio and that it could work inside steel-reinforced concrete walls. I knew that Farrell was worried about me being alone in a potentially hostile environment.
Not that it would matter. This would probably turn out to be a dead end, anyway. Spitting on my hands, I trotted over to the pipe, and started climbing. It was easy enough. Arm-leg, arm-leg, for thirty feet, waved once about halfway up, and pulled myself over the edge in less than a minute.
There were two hatches. One was large, industrial-sized, intended to be used when installing rooftop electronic gear. The telephone company must've had a portable lift that could reach up to the ceiling from inside. The second was for maintenance access. I walked across the still-warm tar roof and examined both hatches. The big one was dogged down tight, with external locks. Vulnerable to the local wind, that made sense. The smaller one had pivot-clamps that worked from the inside. The hatch itself was all-metal, so I couldn't see if it was locked. Pulling my little ankle-knife out of its sheath, I carefully scraped away the accumulated debris and oxidation from each clamp, then put the knife away. There was no sound from inside when I turned the four clamps, only a slight squeal as they fell away from the hatch lip. The hatch lifted free easily. I had my way in.
Farrell, Hinkle, and Tom were looking directly at me when I returned to the edge, all three of them standing in the distance by the patrol car. I gave them the thumbs-up, tapped my watch, and headed back to the hatch. Their car doors shut quietly as I lowered myself down to the interior ladder that extended to floor-level. Glad for rubber soles, I climbed rung-by-rung to the concrete below, then stood in the silence, listening. Nothing. The place had an incredible chemical smell, though, effectively canceling any advantage my Changed nose could have given me. Either the world's biggest mothballs, or some strong cleaning stuff, whatever it was really stank.
My flashlight beam showed shipping containers, pallets of machinery, big moving cartons, all stuff that you'd expect to see in a place like this. There was even a car, a black Firebird or Camaro. Shining my light around the cavernous building showed a high wall enclosing the office end, and it would probably pay to look in there first. I wasn't about to tear any stored furniture apart to see what was inside.
The first door I tried didn't even have a lock on it. I stepped into an empty hall. The double doors I'd looked through earlier were to the right, the fading glow of sunset showing through them. The flashlight wouldn't be necessary here. The office seemed too obvious a hiding place, and Fox Moving should have some sort of alarm, so I had more than ten minutes to check the rest of the place out. It was about twenty feet by fifty feet; ample area for ten minutes of searching. The rank odor was weaker in here, but my nose was still out. Vision was fine, though. I went into the first room on the east end of the hall, slowly and cautiously.
Sometimes you get over-confident. Death by stupidity, the Army calls it. The car should've tipped me off; I'd been a fool not to check to see if the hood was warm. With my nose inoperable, my early warning system was limited to my ears and eyes. All they had to do was wait in the dark and the silence for me to come through the door.
The first blow to my head put me down on all fours, the second took the world away.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
When I came back to myself, I was hanging in a lighted room, spread-eagled, my wrists and ankles tied to a pair of uprights, a big living 'X.' I shook my throbbing head until my vision cleared, then checked the restraints. Regular rope. I could break free easily, if I had to. Then I stared at the figure seated behind the metal desk, about fifteen feet away.
It was Eddie Martin. He was going through my belt-pack, checking my ID. Two enormous Chicano guys with shades on stood in the shadows on either side of him, almost invisible in black warm-ups. When he saw my head come up, the big dude on the left gave a wide white grin.
"Hey, Jefe'! She's awake."
Martin looked up. The picture Frank had shown me had not fully caught the meanness in his eyes. His pupils, already wide with interest and anticipation, expanded further. Adrenaline is the best drug, they say.
"Hey, alright! The bitch is back. How about that, Raymundo? Cool, huh, Gato? And you dint see nobody outside?" When Raymundo shook his head, Eddie stood up, taking his time, savoring my hoped-for fear like a good cook savors a rich stew. Dropping the belt-pack on the desktop, he picked up a three-foot piece of half-inch rebar that was leaning against the desk. Slapping the free end into his other palm, he advanced across the room, stopping about five feet in front of me.
He wasn't much to look at, not any size on him, but the force of his personality was palpable. His mean eyes practically glowed, the twisted smile was bright with malice, and a light slick-looking sweat covered his skin. He kept up with the rebar. My headache had faded, and my brain was working again. I wondered how much time had elapsed, how soon Farrell, Hinkle, and Tom were going ride in and save me. Since they hadn't arrived already, my siesta must've been less than five minutes. The patrol car had to be roughly two hundred feet behind me, on the other side of the wall and the parking lot. Eddie and his tame monsters must not've thought to do more than look out the windows when they checked. A couple of good yanks, and I'd be free. The over-sized goons were almost certainly armed, could pop me while I was getting loose. Maybe I should just ride it out, wait for Farrell and the deputies.
"So, Miz First Loot Connolly," said Martin, his voice oozing delight. "I don' know why you here, but looks like you bite off a little too much tonight. And now it's gonna chew you up and spit out the pieces. How big you think those pieces gonna be, boys?" The goons rumbled happily in response, apparently unwilling to guess.
Martin watched my face intently as he bent the rebar into a large 'U,' saw my surprise. People his size can't do that. His smile expanded to its furthest reaches as he dropped the half-loop of steel over my neck. The meaning was clear. When the ends were twisted together, my airway and everything else in my neck would be crushed. Looking into those mad eyes, I involuntarily sniffed with my recovering nose. His desire was clear in the thick, humid air. And something else. That something else decided me.
We'd been right.
Eddie Martin was a Changeling. And he was going to kill me if he could.
"Hey, bitch, you not so stupido, after all! You figure out what's comin'. Thas' good. I like it better that way. And you know what I'm gonna do when your eyes are bugged out, but you not quite dead? I seen that picture in your wallet of you and your 'friend.' I'm gonna fuck your dyke cunt! How about that?" He bounced my head with the rebar. Raymundo and Gato rumbled again, just happy to be there.
The ends of the loop were starting to close. He was straining a little, but still doing what few even really huge men could do. Time to move.
I twisted my hands against the ropes, pulling them taut, then brought my arms together, ripping both restraints apart. Grabbing the rebar just below his hands, which gave me a slight leverage advantage, I stopped him. His eyes widened, the leer weakened. He looked down at my hands, puzzled.
"Tsk-tsk, Eddie. You knew you weren't the only one, didn't you? You got it from somebody. Right? Well, you're not alone. Surprise!"
Give him credit. He gritted his teeth and bore down, for all it didn't do him any good. He hadn't been in the weight room for most of his life; I had. I laughed in his face.
"You dumb fuck, Eddie. I'm through screwin' around with you." Sweat beaded his forehead, panic surfaced in his eyes. The rebar began to straighten, steadily and inexorably.
"Never stayed in shape, huh, Eddie?" I said. "Too bad. I did, and now I'm gonna wrap this steel around your balls and nip 'em off. Maybe take your dick, too. Make you a girl! How about that?" Raymundo was starting to react, but uncertainly. This hadn't been in the scripts of any of the previous episodes. Gato just stared in horror.
My last words did it. Eddie let go and bolted for the desk. Gato looked confused, slow on the uptake, but Raymundo growled and started for me. He'd forgotten about his gun, since I was just a woman. I tore the ropes off my ankles, took aim, and threw the bent rebar at him with all my strength, ignoring Eddie.
The curved length of steel caught Raymundo in the throat, removed everything down to the spine. He reached up to his neck, incredulous all the way to the floor, life gurgling out between his sausage-sized fingers as he flopped.
Gato screamed and ran toward the expiring Raymundo, forgetting about either me or Eddie. I barely missed him as I sprang for Eddie and the desk. Eddie had the main drawer open, was fumbling in it. Grasping the front side of the desk, heaving it against him, I saw the .38 come up. In his panic, his aim was bad, whole body shaking, but I felt a stinging in my thigh when the pistol went off. A flesh wound. The little shit. How dare he! He went down behind the desk.
I gave the desk one more big push, and it put Eddie through the wall.
The gun went flying as his arm disappeared through the hole. Only when I pulled the desk back did I realize what I'd done. He was gone, and now Gato, roaring in anger, grabbed me from behind, lifting me off the floor.
I kicked back into his right shin, making him roar even louder, but he didn't let go, so I tried elbows. Ribs cracked, and he still didn't drop me. The back of my skull into his face finally did the trick. I spun out of his grasp and gave him a couple of fists in the gut.
And then the door flew open, ripping the hinges loose, and Farrel took Gato sideways across the room and to the floor. Farrell. My avenging angel had arrived.
"You okay, Megs? Was that Martin in the hall?"
"He's yours," I yelled. "I'll get Martin!" Farrell must've followed me in from the roof, so Eddie had to be at the locked double doors. I sprinted out the door to find him tearing at the doors' release bars. Behind me, Gato started screaming, very briefly. Then I saw Hinkle and Tom on the other side of the glass, and relief flooded through me.
You'd think I'd learn.
The doors came loose with a rending metallic scream. Tom started to say something. Eddie grabbed his arm, twisting it, pulling him into the building and throwing him down. Hinkle had his Glock up and ready. When Eddie straightened, Chuck fired, at least twice. It's hard to tell with a Glock, they fire so fast. Eddie lowered his shoulder and charged Hinkle, slamming him against the wall outside the door. Then he headed into the parking lot.
By then, I was at the doors. Melvin was starting to get up, plainly dazed, with one arm not hanging quite right. Hinkle was down, and I couldn't see the Glock. But Tom had brought the M-16. It lay on the concrete entry slab, right in front of me. I scooped it up, flicked off the safety, raised it to my shoulder, took a breath. I couldn't let Eddie get away. There'd be no second chance, and I didn't want him or his bosses to come looking for me.
The Glock had slowed him down some. Incapable of truly running, he was managing a staggering trot, about a hundred feet away. His pace would pick up as he healed. I brought the sights down on him, thankful for our night vision, and put a three-burst into his legs. He went down hard, screaming and thrashing My lungs emptied in one gust, the rifle falling to hang at my side.
Tom appeared beside me, holding onto his left shoulder with his right hand, peering through the semi-darkness at the writhing heap of Eddie Martin. Hinkle was starting to stir. I spotted his Glock and picked it up after setting the rifle down.
"Can you call 911, Melvin, or do you want me to?"
He smiled grimly. "Yes, I can manage that, I think. You seem to have the situation well in hand."
"Keep Farrell back here with you, will you?" I asked. "I don't want Martin to know about her."
Tom nodded in and headed for the car. His voice, bringing in the medics, came clearly to me as I started across the asphalt toward Eddie. I heard Farrell say something to Melvin as she came out of the building. Bats were flittering around the tall streetlights, weaving their intricate radar-nets, giving thousands of little deaths.
Eddie paused in what sounded like cursing and looked up at me as I crouched down one knee about five feet from him. Even though there was quite a bit of blood, and his legs and but were seriously torn up, he eyes were clear; he must be past the pain phase. "You need a priest?" I asked sweetly.
He said a few more words in something which clearly wasn't Spanish before switching to English, keeping his voice low, grinding out the words. "You are a dead dyke bitch!"
I gestured with the Glock and grinned at him. "I should point out that I'm the one with the gun here, and if I'd wanted you dead, Eduardo, you'd be dead. You should be thankful I'm letting the Sheriff have you." I left unsaid that he was going to be the bait in the next phase of our little adventure. Wherever he was in the drug chain, he wasn't the smart guy at the top. I intended to be at the hospital to see who showed up, and someone definitely would. The moment Eddie figured he was whole enough to motivate, he'd make a call and be gone.
Another round of words I didn't know spewed out and I let him vent. When he stopped, I grinned even wider, which only pissed him off more. "Instead of going all macho, Eddie, you need to start thinking. You tell me you're gonna be seein' me, I'll be lookin' for you. That's dumb, don't you think, warning me like that. Considering how our first encounter worked out?"
Like I hoped, he didn't get it. If he wasn't a vamp, he would've died from stupidity a long time ago. He pulled his right hand out from under his side and waved his index finger at me. "You are dead! I will piss on your grave!"
I lifted my knee up and moved to his side, sticking the barrel of the Glock hard against his nose. "How about now, you one-note prick? I'm tired of you." He quailed away from me, dark features suddenly pale.
When I'd finished speaking, I inadvertently inhaled through my nostrils, the smell of his blood went right up my nose, and there it was, my first real Need.
Head lightning exploded in my blood. Burning traceries of flame instantly flashed into every cell of my body. A red mist began to fill my vision. I struggled to keep from folding into myself, sagging back onto my heels, fighting it. His blood. Gods, I'd never wanted anything so bad in my life. I gripped my side with my left hand as hard as I could, bit my tongue to distract that awful desire. The Glock damned near slid from my hand, but I managed to keep it centered on his face, managed to keep him from seeing what'd happened, though it took every ounce of effort I could muster.
The ambulance sirens hustling in from Butler Market Road brought me mostly out of it. I rose shakily to my feet, real happy that Eddie was keeping quiet, since I was pretty sure I couldn't say anything coherent. His eyes were still wide, sweat sheened his face, and his lips were pinched together tightly. For the moment, at least, his own personal death had freckles and a nine-millimeter. Fine with me.
I didn't look away from Eddie as a trio of EMT rigs sped into the lot and Melvin come up behind me.
"Thank you, Megan," he said softly.
"Thanks yourself, Melvin. But shouldn't you be with the medics?'
He glanced at the rainbow lights flashing over the front of the building. They had Hinkle on a stretcher, and were covering him for transport. He was conscious; at least one of his arms moved. Melvin shook his head. He'd caught my reaction to Eddie's blood and wanted to ask what was wrong with me, knowing it wasn't simple nausea.
"In a minute," he said, as one of the rigs rolled slowly toward us. "Are you all right, Megan?"
I grimaced. "Now."
The medics pulled up, stopped, jumped out, and swiftly gave Eddie the once over, cutting away his pants and checking his injuries before bandaging him. Melvin and I watched in silence for the ten minutes or so they took to get him into the ambulance and head off to St. Charles' Medical Center, siren blaring again.
He turned his back toward me. "Can you put my shoulder back in place, Megan? It's happened before. It only takes a second."
Grinning in spite of myself, I said, "Shouldn't the medics do it? You're taking a chance, Melvin."
"No. You can do it. Face me. Put your left hand on top of my shoulder, grip my upper left arm with your right hand, and pull down, back, and out."
I positioned her hands. "Like this?" When his chin dropped, I followed his instructions. An instant's pain showed in Melvin's eyes, while his face remained absolutely passive. He released his held breath, flexed his shoulder gingerly.
"That seems fine. Thank you."
He looked briefly in the direction Eddie's ambulance had gone, then moved his calm gaze to me. "I sensed something between you and he as you knelt there, Megan. Odd, isn't it, the tricks our minds play on us in moments of stress?"
Mute, I could only nod.
"Well," said Melvin. "We should check on my partner."
Farrell joined us as the medics loaded Hinkle – protesting half-heartedly – into the back of the ambulance. We made a show of tucking his sheets around him, patting him on his head. The medics only took so much of us, then closed the doors while we waved, and rolled for the hospital.
Other deputies were inside the building by that time, along with the third set of medics, apparently satisfied that Tom, Farrell and I had it under control in the parking lot. Someone was retching in the hallway, having seen the late large Raymundo and whatever Farrell had done to Gato.
As we started into the building to see what we could do, Frank roared up in another unmarked, and slid to a stop beside us, bounding out of the car, more disheveled than I'd ever seen him. Even rumpled, he looked good.
"Are you three all right?" were the first words out of his mouth. "Did they get Hinkle safely off?"
"Yes, and yes, Frank. We're fine."
He searched our faces for some contrary information, then nodded firmly, and said, "Okay. Great. Now, tell me just what in hell went on out here tonight. This was supposed to be a low-level search, not a bloodbath." He must have been monitoring his radio on the way out.
We walked him through what had happened. The questions were few and he didn't press on any of the vague points. People kept looking at the hole in the wall, but no one doubted that there had been a falling-out between Eddie and his subordinates, and that Eddie had tried to flee the murder scene. It was the only acceptable explanation. The whole area was cordoned off, photographers snapped happily away at everything, and Frank hung over it all like a brooding vulture. I snuck up the ladder when no one was looking and closed the little hatch, effectively removing any questions the owners might have. That way, the only questions would be Frank's, directed at them, particularly after an official search found whatever illegal things were in the building.
Nobody asked me about the blood on my pants leg. And I never did find my little flashlight.
Eventually, things all wound down, and Farrell and I drove Melvin back to their office on Harriman Street. When his patrol car was secure in the motor pool, behind chainlink fencing, he walked us to my Honda.
Leaning in my open window as I started the car and let it warm up, he said, "There are many questions I would ask you both, Megan, but most are unanswerable, I think."
"You got that right, Melvin." I kept my hands on the wheel, my eyes straight ahead into the night. "Tell the sheriff that we'll be in tomorrow morning to write this up. Oh, one more thing."
Pulling a pen and paper out of my glove box, I scribbled down our home phone number, passed it to him. "If you want to call us first thing tomorrow, maybe brief us on what's goin' down, we'd appreciate it. Okay?"
Still no smile. "Yes. No problem." Finally, he smiled.
We both shook hands briefly with him, Farrell leaning across me, then I rolled up the window, and we drove off with a final wave.
When we got down on Greenwood, and I turned the Honda east, Farrell sighed. "I know why you didn't just waste him, and why you didn't want him to see or smell me, and both were smart moves, but this'll complicate our existence, ya know."
I gave my own deep sigh and nodded. "Hard to justify anything but what I did, this day and age. A dead Eddie at our hands would make Frank look bad, plus call unwanted attention to John and us." We crossed over Highway 97 and began the climb around Pilot Butte, back to 27th and then north to St. Charles.
Farrell chuckled. "Shouldn't we stop and get some flowers for Eddie? Even at a distance, from where I was standing, he seemed awful put-out with you. Flowers might half defuse the situation when we get to his room."
"Get real."
"Okay, fair enough. How many somebodies you think will show to escort Eddie back to safety and a moral life?"
"I'm hopin' no more than one or two."
"And we'll jump out and accost them as they leave the Medical Center, whereupon they will drop their weapons in great fear and throw themselves on our mercy?"
I grinned at her thought. "No. They will resist."
"And we'll be in a firefight?"
"Probably."
"How is this better than if you'd just blown Eddie away like in that Whack-a-mole game?"
"Maybe a dramatic tension increase? You tell me, Miz Wiseasss. You're the smart, devious one." I swung off the road into a convenience store. "Anyway, I gotta get some grub and liquids, Farrell, before I fall on my nose."
"Okay."
"You want something?"
"No." She paused, looking a touch sheepish. "Already had a bite."
"What!"
"Well, there was a lot of blood flowing in that room, so I…just…kind…had some…you know." She wouldn't look at me.
I let my haed sag onto the steering wheel. "You opportunistic butthead. Why am I not surprised?"
"Beats the shit outa me."
"I'd like to."
"You're too weak."
Climbing out of the Honda, I glared at her and shook my head. "Get behind the wheel. You're drivin' to St. Charles while I eat some pizza."




CHAPTER NINETEEN
Back on the road, Farrell eyed my pizza dubiously, as I shoveled it in. "Hey, Megs, that's got a lot of tomato sauce on it. Are you sure you're not compensating?" She giggled.
I gave her a dirty look, my mouth full. "Shud da fug ub, Gray." Wonder of wonders, she did, but stayed grinning as she took the left onto 27th.
"I'll cruise the periphery, see how many ways in and out there are."
Taking long swig of water, I thought for a moment. "Three, I think. There's a circular road around the Med Center grounds. One way in from the north and two from the south."
"So we could be on one side while Eddie skated out the other?"
"Yeah."
Frowning, she went left again on Neff. "Go right to his room, then." The Med Center appeared on our right, the upper floors lit dimly this close to midnight.
I peered at the tall building. "Three levels above the main floor. No more than forty feet, max. He could just jump down to the main floor roof."
Farrell swung right into the main entrance road. The brighter lights of the from of the Center showed ahead of us. "Definitely his room."
"We may be noticed."
"Owing to our size, good looks, and obvious lethality?"
"More to the fact that we'll be wearing flack vests and packing."
"Can't be helped." She pulled the Honda into Visitors' parking as near the entrance as we could, popped the back hatch and we climbed out. "What'd we bring?" she asked as I flipped open the long ordnance case.
"Our Berettas, two extra magazines apiece, two K-bars, flak-vests, four grenades, and a couple well-tailored nylon jackets to sort of cover everything up."
We shrugged on the protective vests, tabbing them shut on the backs, belted up the automatics, clipped the grenades and K-bars onto our belts and helped each other get into the jackets. Then we shut the car up, strolled into the hospital and presented our ID to the front desk person, who took us for law enforcement types and barely examined our cards. Two minutes later, we were in the elevator up to the fourth floor.
"He'll be healed by now, " Farrell said as we watched the floor indicator lights climb the panel. "He might even be gone."
"Sure," I agreed, "but he hasn't got clothes and he doesn't have a ride. And Frank should have somebody at the door."
"Okay, Eddie kills the deputy, grabs some nurse about his own size, steals his or her scrubs, runs for it."
"Don't like that concept."
"Just a thought." The door opened and we turned right. Eddie's room lay on the west side of the building, and there it was, seventy feet away, a young guy in a sheriff's uniform standing by the door. Two short Hispanic types wearing green scrubs wheeled a towel-draped gurney toward the deputy. I looked behind us, saw the service elevator they must've used, took a long breath through my nose.
And smelled vamp.
So did Farrell. "Nice timin'," she muttered.
"Look out!" I yelled to the deputy, hauling out my Beretta as both of us sprinted toward the trio.
The two vamps responded precisely and coolly. One smashed the deputy and his half-drawn automatic against the wall, and the other yanked a silenced Mini-Mac 15 from under the towel and opened up on us while he crouched down behind the gurney.
We hit the deck, slugs hissing over our heads, and returned fire, the ten millimeter Berettas sounding like cannon. Before the deputy has slipped all the way to the floor, the first little guy had the gurney into Eddie's room, even as the one with the Mini-Mac emptied his clip in our direction. He'd jerked twice, though, so we'd hit him. Didn't slow him down, unfortunately, and he disappeared into the room, slamming the door closed.
"Now what?" Farrell asked as we slid sideways along the wall toward the room. I shook my head and kept my Beretta up and ready. She swapped magazines, then watched the door while I did the same. A nurse stuck her head around the corner at the end of the hallway and I waved her back. "We've called," she shouted before vanishing.
The walls, thank whoever, were concrete, so we got right alongside the door just as a short burst tore through it. In the pause which followed, I dragged the unconscious deputy down the hall ten feet or so, Farrell leapt to the far side of the door way and pantomimed going into the next room. She opened that door cautiously and I heard her say a few words to the patient inside as she entered.
Another burst came through my door, followed by the crashing glass from within the room, and I saw the wisdom of Farrell's move. They were going out the window, and she'd have a clear field of fire for at least a few seconds.
My role seemed more chancy. Based on the past minute, Eddie's extractors were pros. One would stay by the window while Eddie and the other dropped down to the first level roof. He'd go out when the other two were ready to fire up at us. On the other hand, they had to know that the cops were on their way, so they wouldn't hang around.
Farrell began to fire, and I heard a loud yelp through the ventilated door. The Mini-Mac in the room popped another burst, but not at me. I took a deep breath, ripped the torn-up door off its hinges and dove into the room, just in time to see the remaining baddie kick backward from the window, firing in Farrell's direction as he dropped from sight.
I sprang to the window and saw Eddie – wearing green scrubs – go over the edge of the first level roof. One of his rescuers continued to cover Farrell as they walked backward to follow Eddie. Both were limping, and one left arm hung slack, but they kept cool. The one with the bad wing jumped first, and the other raked the hospital one final time before his turn came. I put at least one slug into him as he disappeared, then I jumped.
I landed in a crouch on graveled tar, Farrell touching down beside me a second later. We sprinted to the edge of the roof and looked over. Eddie and his little chums half-ran rapidly north, Eddie supporting the one I'd hit, the other facing our direction. He popped a few at us as we ducked back and dashed over the roof, paralleling their route.
As we reached the northwest corner, a big Mercedes SUV sped away from the north end visitors' parking and toward our quarry, squealing to a halt beside a decorative planting of small pine. Sirens wailed from the direction of town, the cavalry on their way.
We leaped off the roof, both firing from mid-air at the heavy automobile as the fleeing trio reached it and Eddie jerked open the left side doors. Before they could get completely inside, however, someone stepped out from around the edge of the trees and opened up on them with a repeater shotgun. Blood sprayed over the inner surface of the rear window on our side as the rig fishtailed away, leaving one still body behind.
"North end," I shouted at Farrell. "Blow out the sunroof for me!" We went into maximum vamp mode and tore across the parking lot to intercept the Mercedes. I caught a quick glimpse of a thumbs-up Melvin Tom and a mostly-headless corpse on the asphalt as I ripped by. That left at least three in the car.
Movie reviewers are fond of saying that no one can outrun a car, but the Mercedes had a right turn and a hard left before it could exit the Medical Center lot, while Farrell and I could hurdle the intervening obstacles in a straight line. A somewhere between forty and fifty miles an hour, we flew toward that hard left-hander.
The big German rig was nearly there, and one of them had spotted us. Bullets whistled around us from an open window, spanging into parked cars as we ducked down.
I unclipped the grenades from my belt as we launched off a pile of large boulders on the outside of the turn and vaulted over the top of the Mercedes. Farrell emptied her magazine into the sunroof seconds before I slam-dunked both grenades through the opening and spun ass-over-teakettle into the conveniently-placed mound of planting. Both of us hugged the bark mulch, and four seconds later, a hundred feet beyond the turn, the Mercedes exploded into a very satisfactory and rather large fireball.




CHAPTER TWENTY
We got cautiously to our hands and knees and watched Eddie's funeral pyre over the edge of the mound. Flames soared fifty feet into the night, casting sharp, shifting shadows all the way to the walls of the Med Center.
"Was that enough tension for you?" Farrell asked, grinning at me. Blood streaked her face, several jagged stripes, one extending into her hairline.
"I think. You caught some ordnance?"
"I guess. You, too."
I ran my right hand over my face, coming away with some half-dried blood. "Didn't notice in the excitement."
"Well, we're okay." She looked off across the parking lot. "Probably should get back to Melvin."
We climbed to our feet and trotted back toward Melvin. The Mercedes had begun to burn down a bit, now stank of burning plastic, human flesh, and leather.
"That was an amazing display," Melvin said calmly as he stopped beside him. He still held the shotgun pointed loosely in the direction of Eddie's late would-be rescuer.
At least one of the sirens had arrived at the front of the Center, but no one had driven around the side of the building, which apparently blocked any view of the fire.
"Who the hell were these guys?" I asked, looking down at Melvin's deader.
"Aztecs," he replied, shaking his head. "I briefly studied indigenous native languages, and they were speaking a dialect of Nahuatl, the common tongue of that culture. My vocabulary is quite small, but adequate for identification. They were also something more." His smile stayed professionally bland as he regarded both of us intently.
"And that was..?" I asked, feeling an uneasy shiver go down my spine.
"The children of Tsunukwa, the Cannibal Woman. You see, I called my grandmother after you dropped me off, described the scene between you and Martin, the very definite odor which filled the air around you, Megan." His smile strengthened. "I also told her you were both good people, or, at least, skilled at what you do." He nodded toward the dwindling flames at the edge of the lot. "You confirmed my judgment."
"Who was Tsunukwa?" Farrell asked, her voice mirroring my unease.
"A legend, or so I thought. Thousands of years ago, she purportedly raged down the west coast from Alaska to Central America and beyond, a killing riever. In her wake, along with hundreds of dead, she left a few like herself, created somehow. My grandmother thought them departed, but clearly a number yet walked the earth." His smile turned sly, his voice softer, his eyes twinkling. "Some still do."
"You gonna rat us out?" Farrell asked.
Melvin laughed and shrugged. "To what purpose? Four evil creatures died here tonight. Nothing more need be said."
"Thanks," we replied, as two Bend City cop cars and a fire truck drove around the Med Center and headed for the burning Mercedes, light flashing but their sirens off this close to the hospital.
"There is a cost," Melvin said. "You must meet with my grandmother at some point in the future." A fourth copmobile appeared, headed in our direction, effectively ending our conversation.
"No problem."
He laughed again. "Do not be so certain."
* * * * *
"You think John's gonna be pissed, Megs?" Farrell asked, when we'd turned east from Terrebone and passed Smith Rock, toward the house. It'd taken another two hours to work through our second piece of excitement, and now it was going on three hundred hours.
"Probably not. After all, he suggested taking Eddie out of the picture. We were just a little messier than he would have been." Ahead, I saw the front gate.
She hit the remote, the gate lifted, and we started up the driveway. Farrell laced her fingers behind her head, her gaze vaguely regarding the oncoming switchbacks while she thought aloud.
"So if he's not gonna yell at us, what'll we do next?"
I drove into the first curve as I mulled her question, swinging around the long horizontal boulder set inside the corner. John had positioned a boulder in each of the three switchbacks, with the intention of providing a secure field of fire down onto the flat bordering the gate. Typical Special Forces thinking. As we rose to the next switchback and the crest of the hill, the tops of the tall ponderosa on the east side of the house began to appear.
"We've been gone nearly eight hours, Farrell, and John knows we put down five vamps tonight. Also, he has been alone with his computer and every bit of access the military allows him, which is a bunch. So your guess is as good as mine."
"Oh," she replied, then kept quiet until I stopped the Honda on the big asphalt parking area at the front of the house. I debated sticking the car away in the three-car garage on the east edge of the parking, but decided to leave it out. The night was warm and clear, and already-forming dew would do my new wax job no harm.
John had the front door open even before I had the car locked. Farrell hung back until I joined her, probably worried that anything less than a united front might dump any blame for Eddie and his associates on her. She does like to share, and not just the good parts.
John, however, was smiling.
"A bit bloody, I understand," he said, his laughter ironic. Then he stopped, examining us more carefully. "You fed," he said to Farrell, surprise in his voice. He looked me over. "And you didn't," at a loss for words beyond that. He held up his hands in frustration, not knowing what else to say. Then, beckoning us into the house, he talked as he went to the kitchen. "I spoke with Frank. He was somewhat perturbed that some of his staff may have to be on administrative leave for being 'grossed out,' as he phrased it, but made it clear that you two may have saved three deputies' lives. So, a job well done." He indicated the refrigerator. "Get whatever drinks you need. I have something interesting to show you on the television."
When we were settled on the black leather couch facing the big flat-screen Sony in the media room, John sat down and started his explanations. "What do you know about the Pentagon's Black Eye satellites?"
"Nothing," we said.
"Well, there are four or five total for domestic surveillance at this time. They continue to send them up. While there are strict protocols for their use, my clearance allows me considerable access. One satellite is almost directly over Steens Mountain and slightly west, ideally placed for what I undertook tonight. I was curious, you see, about our new friend, Mr. Birnbaum. Here's what I recorded." He leaned forward and used his remote to turn on both the TV and a VHS player. A night landscape from a hundred or so miles up sprang onto the screen. Clusters of lights, one group bigger than the rest, showed human habitation. Reflective areas, shining like pools of mercury in the moonlight, must be bodies of water. John began pointing out the landmarks with a small laser pointer, gesturing as he spoke.
"The town at the lower left of the screen is Lakeview, where Mr. Birnbaum has his business offices. The Birnbaum Ranch, formerly the Jenkins Ranch, sprawls through thousands of acres of rimrock country and flatlands on the western shore of Hart Lake, near the small village of Plush."
The lake was a giant sheet of gleaming silver. John circled a tight grouping of lights that made up the little settlement. "The ranch house and considerable outbuildings are here." The ruby dot stopped on the edge of the rimrock south of Plush. From the number of lights, the ranch didn't look significantly smaller than the town.
"Now, let us travel northwest from the ranch." The view began to change, as though we were in a descending helicopter, the dark nightscape rising to meet us, and more and more details springing into view. A moving light occupied the center of the screen.
"And what have we here?" John asked.
"A vehicle of some kind," said Farrell, taking a swig of water from her sports bottle. I took a drink from my own, wondering why the speeding light looked odd. Then I remembered watching my dad come home on his Honda 750 one dark night, and it hit me.
"It's a motorcycle, guys," I said. "There's only a single headlight. And it's moving way too fast for a four-wheeler or conventional rig."
"Ah," said John, as the screen zoomed in still closer on the cone of light cutting through the desert night. Now even the dust cloud behind the bike showed, glowing faintly red from the taillight.
"It's gotta be a big dual-sport," Farrell said, certainty in her voice now. "Kawasaki, probably, with Baja lighting. Look at the field of illumination in front of the scoot. It's like daylight." She snorted. "He should be going even faster, with that level of visibility."
"Thank you, ladies," said John, picking up the remote with his left hand. "Now I shall speed up the process."
The VHS player's little motor hummed louder, and the motorcycle flew across the landscape. Soon, another body of water appeared on the left of the screen.
"Lake Abert," said John, quietly.
The motorcycle threaded its way toward the north end of the big lake, passing around other, much smaller lakes lying in the foothills like pieces of a broken mirror. Pausing momentarily when it reached Highway 365, the bike crossed the pavement and sped across the desert, still traveling in a northwesterly direction. Now the machine was in its element, long, straight, flat unimproved roads, and its pace easily doubled.
"How fast could he be going, Farrell?" I asked.
She examined the screen critically.
"Top speed up over the rim, maybe forty, mostly less, but it's a lot rougher terrain. Probably seventy now, with allowances for roadkill possibilities. But, hey, a car with decent suspension could do that. This dude's just being prudent, probably, taking care of the baggage."
John grunted approval, watching the desert floor unroll under the swiftly-moving vehicle. "What, then, is he or she doing?"
"Not going home for the weekend," I answered. Today's Tuesday."
"Okay," said Farrell. "This guy originated at Birnbaum's, went over some landscape that isn't the most forgiving, at night, and now is doing fair landspeed to -- where? Farmer's market, maybe, with two pannier cases full of -- what? With maybe a backpack also topped off with product."
"Meth," I said. "Some pharmacy-grade lab stuff."
"Good call, Megs!" Farrell laid back on the couch, and ran her fingers through her bristly hair, yawning. "Can you run it faster, John?"
John nodded. The recorder's whine became even more shrill, and the motorcycle's onscreen pace began to look somewhat erratic. The view angle had subtly changed as the machine moved westward. We were now slightly to the rider's right.
"He is now passing St. Patrick's Mountain," John said, "in the Christmas Lake Valley, and our journey is nearly ended, with a total elapsed real time of around two hours."
Sure enough, in another two minutes, the lights of what had to be Christmas Valley appeared on the valley floor, and the motorcycle disappeared into the tiny community.
"Can you get viewing time again tomorrow night, John?" I asked. "That'll be the key."
"Yes, and the following night, but it's unnecessary. You'll see as we return to the ranch." The screen blanked.
The next shot showed another motorcycle well up past the worst rimrock country, close to the highway. John ignored this one, speeding back to the original aerial view of the edge of Hart Lake. On fast-forward, a third machine shortly left the ranch.
"How much besides the rider can one of these dual-sport motorcycles carry?" He directed this question to Farrell, who he knew from what I'd told him, had spent much of her teen years riding assorted off-road hardware.
"If it's a 600 or 650, probably a hundred pounds. Remember, these things have marginal suspension compared to a real cross-country bike, so you wouldn't wanta overload 'em. If you hammer 'em hard, the rubber side won't stay down, and the shiny side won't stay up."
John laughed, but uneasily, seeing another aspect of Farrell's aggressiveness.
"You want Megs and me to catch one for you?" she inquired brightly.
Now he began to look resigned.
"And just how much do you think your preparations for such an acquisition would cost?"
"You don't ask, I won't tell. All I need is a signed check in the morning."




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
With only so many first names to go around, the old Irish families of Bend fell back into a system that worked well in the old country. People got little add-ons that set them apart from others sharing the same name, resulting in names like 'Teapot Mary,' or 'Mary with the donkey,' or whatever.
For Eamon Chinn, it was 'Eamon of the chopsticks,' which served to differentiate him from people like Frank Lopes' little brother, 'Flowers Eamon,' so-called because he draped his Super 86 Service Station on the north end of town with hanging baskets during the warmer parts of the year.
Eamon Chinn's great-grandfather had been miner-Chinese over on the John Day River, married a Native American, and produced numerous little Catholic heathens. His grandfather wed an Irish lass, and his dad got hitched to one of the fractious Scanlons. Eamon thus ended up with Native American coloring, hazel eyes, and considerable freckles. My uncle Mike, who knew Eamon well from desert racing, once told me that the only time his friend looked Asian was when he was selling something. Then he was traditionally inscrutable.
Today, in front of Central Oregon Motorsports, rows of motorcycles and Jet-skis around us, Eamon Chinn was friendly and open, more so when I identified myself as Mike Connolly's niece.
"Oh," he said, nodding sagely, "and have you seen your uncle lately?"
I admitted I hadn't.
"He crashed really hard up by Little Lava Lake last weekend, did a number right over the bars. My parts department loves him." Eamon chuckled warmly. "But he's okay, just bruised and embarrassed. What can I do today for you young ladies?"
Farrell jerked her thumb at a pair of knobby-shod, two-stroke Kawasakis sitting apart from the other dirt bikes. Both had full lighting, over-sized tanks, center stands, and killer graphics.
"Are those Six Days bikes, or what?"
Eamon suddenly began to look more Asian.
"Oh, those. Yes, they're from Kawasaki's R & D department, Mark Johnson's people, both 286's, completely rebuilt after last year's International Six Days Enduro, in primo condition. These are the last two west of the Mississippi." He leaned forward, glancing around to see if anyone was near, his voice almost a whisper. "L.R. prepped both of them." At this point, Eamon Chinn would not have looked out of place in Beijing.
"'L.R.,' I'd learned from my father years ago, is Larry Roeseler, the winningest dirt rider in U.S. history, one of the magic names, like Malcolm Smith or John Penton. Owning a Roeseler-prepared scooter is like having a rosary blessed by the Holy Father. You are going to go to Heaven.
"Perhaps we should go into your office, Mr. Chinn," said Farrell, with a look reminding me that her ancestors had swept across northern Europe with Taras Bulba and his horde.
The two of them marched off into the building to do fiscal battle, with me trailing cheerfully behind, happy just to watch.
An hour later and an amount that would be sure to devastate John's operating fund, Farrell and I were the proud owners of two dirt bikes that laughed at the worst geography and geology the planet could offer. And do it all day, as a sweating but pleased Eamon Chinn assured us over a pot of tea when the deal was done. An additional thousand dollars plus provided enough riding gear to outfit us impeccably. Alpine Stars boots, Bell Moto-6 helmets, MS pants and jackets, AXO jerseys and protective gear, Xtreme gloves -- we had it all, and then some.
And Eamon promised to deliver. Same day. Such a deal.
Three hours later, Farrell and I did a full-dress demo for John, who hadn't looked enthused when he saw the sales receipt, and wasn't looking happier now. Wearing all my new stuff except the jacket, my helmet hanging from one hand, I stood by my bike while Farrell showed John what a real off-road motorcycle could do. In vamp hands, that turned out to be quite a lot.
First she went down the ridge at a respectable pace, familiarizing herself with the terrain. Then, from about a mile away, she came back at us, up through sagebrush, juniper, and rocks the size of Volkswagens.
Six Days bikes are built, geared, and tuned to put it to the ground firmly and quietly. So, the Kawasaki was merely impressive as it snaked up the hill toward us -- until Farrell crested the rise six feet off the ground and slid sideways to a stop. At that point, it was miraculous.
"Christ on the tree," said John, his voice trembling.
"Really neat, Farrell," I said, giving her a high five.
"Go for it, Megs."
An hour later, I was hooked. Compared to my Dad's old Husqvarna, this was a different, magical world.
And, when we had the scoots up on stands in the shop and examined the tires, it was obviously a world that was going to use up a whole lot of expensive rubber.
Oh, well.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
We dream, just like everyone else. Vampire dreams, however, are real. John says our dreams originate from 'bits and snippets of ancestral memory' encoded somehow on the genes, and the Change allows us to access them. They are always highlights of the individual's life -- love, battle, moments of epiphany -- and always clear, sharp, and linear.
My first dream after the Change involved the experiences of the night before a parting between Fiacra, the half-brother of Niall of the Nine Hostages, and his mate, Sian. Her memories were my dream. They had shared cups of mead in a long-hall, laughing and talking, then, as the rushes burned down, adjourned to a sleeping chamber on one side of the room. Fiacra was a ruddy-complected man with long, dark-brown hair chopped off in the back, a warrior's cut. His shoulders were as broad as a linebacker's, his big hands scarred. Those big hands had been surprisingly gentle, and his deep voice full of affection. The path of love they took that night had been traveled before, and I'd envied them that. And later, in John's arms, had cried for Farrell. This night, though, in my dream I was a fugitive, a young girl-child, running from those who wished me dead or captive. I hid on my belly in the brush alongside a trail, beneath a low-hanging bog myrtle. Pressing myself hard into last Autumn's leaves and the mulch under them, I watched the moonlit trail, and willed myself invisible to my pursuers.
My myrtle was at the edge of a cleared widening in the forest, a small meadow, roughly fifty feet off the path. Still as clay, I waited.
In our dreams, unless there is conversation or printed words, we have no real notion of who, where, or when we are. My Gaelic was halfway decent from my mother's drumming it into me as a kid. 'Enough Gaelic to Get By,' the tapes were called, and they had served me well since the Change.
I could see dirty hands and forearms, and overhanging leaves and branches, but no thoughts from my small host told me anything more. I sensed apprehension, female, child, searchers, and that was all.
They came in sight, two of them, uptrail and moving hastily, probing under bushes with short spears, peering off the trailside at intervals.
Coming toward me.
As one of them bent over to spy under a bush on the opposite side of the clearing, something dropped heavily onto his back. Without vampire eyes, I could only see dimly, but the end was swift. A small figure rose from the soldier's sprawled body. Teeth flashed in the moonlight, blood black on face and bare breasts, as she crouched and sprang at the second hunter, whose wavering spear raised much too slowly.
One scream, abruptly ended, followed by low rippling laughter. The woman spent longer with the second victim, reclining with him like a lover, holding his head as she bent to his neck. Soft, gurgling sounds floated on the still night air. My host couldn't know those sounds, could only know horror, but I knew.
Fifty feet away, a vampire fed.
A long while passed, or so it seemed. The little girl tried to slip deeper into the underbrush, but something, a fallen log perhaps, blocked her.
An eternity of fear later, the huntress stood and glanced briefly around. Her teeth flashed again in her bloody features, and she strolled slowly across the short grass and low-growing flowers to fall gracefully to her knees in front of me. Another instant, and she lay on her stomach, two feet away. Fresh blood dribbled down over her crossed forearms as she rested her chin on them. Her face was round, high-cheekboned and dark. Under black bangs, almond-shaped blue eyes set far apart regarded me with curiosity, a broad stub nose between them. My future mind instantly saw Bjork, the elfin Icelandic singer.
My host saw her death.
"Greetings, little tierney," said the vampire, with a soft chuckle. "Your face tells me why they sought you, these who served your father's foes. You were to be ransomed, or killed and your head shown for proof."
'Tierney,' now a surname, originally meant 'Of Royal Blood,' but implies that mom and dad had no formal bond. The High King's bastards were always referred to as 'tierneys.' John's and my grandmother's family group, one of the three recognized Tierney Septs, originated with Fiacra, and ruled all of Connaught for six hundred years. The child whose head I occupied may have grown to prominence. That I was here at all meant the death she dreaded would not come tonight.
A short-fingered hand reached out, stroking my face. My host shuddered reflexively.
"Not to fear," said the vampire. "I have fed, and well. You will not slake my thirst this night. Do you know who I am?"
"N..Nemain," gulped the child, trying to moisten a mouth gone dry. "The Destroyer."
"Yesss." The word was drawn out, sibilant, the honeyed tones pleased at the recognition. "Nemain Ni Macha, she who kills in a heartbeat. Would that I could carry you away with me, little one. I take very good care of my young friends. But perhaps someday I may visit you, years away. I hunger often, these tumultuous times." She stroked the child's cheek again, smiling once more with blood-darkened lips.
Then the vampire rolled backward to her feet, and was gone an instant later. The clearing lay in utter silence, normal forest night-sounds stilled by death.
Letting her held breath out in one long gust, the little girl's head fell bonelessly to the humus under her, relief doing what fear had not.
Her shoulders heaved as her sobs filled the night, and the dream faded away.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Coffee after the Change is totally unnecessary, but old habits die hard. Besides, the smell curling up inside my nose told me a new day had begun. A new day after one helluva a night.
A vampire in my dreams. I wondered if John'd ever had that one, decided not. He would've mentioned it.
I contemplated the ramifications of the dream. Whoever she was, Nemain Ni Macha was a nasty piece of work. Her blood-sated eyes didn't look that much different from Eddie Martin's, and the note of regret in her voice there at the last told me that her interest in young girls might not be entirely benevolent.
Lost in thought, I sat with a bowl of milk-soaked crunchies on the counter in front of me, the Bend Bulletin propped unread up against the cereal box, when Farrell stormed in.
"You knew that would happen, Connolly! And you never said a fucking word!"
I stared blankly over the top of the newspaper. "What, Farrell? You still having trouble grasping the way the washer works? And you need to brush out your hair better, dear."
"The
dreams, you Goddess-damned Irish loon! And don't tell me you don't have 'em, too! You fucking traitorous shit! I dreamt I was having sex with a guy!"
"You want some hot chocolate? Might help you calm down."
She yanked the newspaper away, stuck her face within inches of mine. "You knew it would happen!" she repeated.
I couldn't keep the smirk off my face. "So? What's your point?" She'd figured out right off that it was some kind of race memory thing, which was better than I'd done the first time.
"The point, asshole, is that you could have at least warned me! All of a sudden, I was in a hut up in the hills somewhere, nude, on a straw-tick mattress, kissing somebody. Which wasn't so bad, until I discovered I was kissing a man!"
Chewing thoughtfully, I said, "Sorry to have to tell you this, my love, but in most of your dreams where you're a woman, when sex is involved, it will be sex with men. Did this couple seem to be in love?"
"Yeah, very tender and gentle," she admitted. "But that's not the point."
"At least you weren't raped. That'll probably happen, somewhere down the line."
"Have you?"
"Sort of. Ambush in a forest, some large scandi dude tried. Fed him his balls for breakfast. Never have figured out which one of my ancestors she was. Tough lady, though."
"Oh." That cheered her up, like I'd figured it would.
I reached over to her and rested my right hand on her forearm, smoothing the soft hairs in a combing motion.
"Hey, Farrell, I'm sorry I didn't say anything. Really. But let me tell you about the one I had last night. There was a vampire in it."
"What?" she said, forgetting her indignation in an instant.
I told her the dream, pausing several times for her questions. John came in from outside as I finished.
"Have you ever heard her name before?" I asked him.
"Nemain Ni Macha? No, to be sure, but her first name means 'Frenzy,' or 'Destruction,' and the second implies she is the daughter of the goddess Macha, one of the tripartite deities that includes the Morrigan and the Badbh. Macha ruled Ireland as a warrior and established Emhain Macha, the capital and royal court of Ulster. Cu Chulainn's horse was the 'Grey of Macha,' named presumably for the speed of the goddess."
"And that's all?" said Farrell, grinning at John's usual tendency to answer a simple question with a mini-lecture.
"Well," John answered, shrugging, "I thought a response with minimal detail to be best. And I have not dreamt of this creature. In fairness, though, Meggie, it could be from your mother's side, not your father's."
He was right. My mother Brigit is an O'Neill, a remote descendent of Niall, Fiacra's kingly half-brother. The little girl in the night forest could easily have been one of the Ui Niall. Probably not until a couple of generations after Niall and Fiacra, though, when the family fought amongst themselves at the Battle of Ocha, and Lugaid, the grandson of Niall, won.
"Can we cut the Celtic crap and decide how soon we intercept one of these dual-sports?" asked Farrell, as she prepared her own coffee and cereal. "And, almost as important, where do we start from?"
"Well," John replied, bringing his favorite cup from the sink and draining the last of the Barcelona Blend into it, "there are a myriad of modest military facilities scattered around eastern Oregon and Washington, usually with airstrips. One such is located just north of Christmas Valley. Training missions from Camp White, near Medford, flew there during World War II. It's regularly maintained, with a building large enough to bring bombers in for repair, not that we're likely to need anything that size."
"Swell," said Farrell, "How do we get the scooters there?"
"The facility is handled by the National Guard and Reserve Center in Bend. The person to whom you wish to speak about access and borrowing transportation is Master Sergeant Bonita Gurin. I think you'll find her to be very helpful." He lifted an eyebrow at me through the steam from his coffee, ignoring Farrell's disgusted expression. John was a jump ahead of her again. She considers me to be a micro-manager, and John was already proving to be even worse.
* * * * *
Master Sergeant Bonita Gurin seemed fairly certain that we were going to make her day, one way or the other. Sitting behind a standard-issue steel desk, she regarded us over clasped mahogany-brown hands that appeared to have had finger extensions.
"I believe we can work a deal, Lieutenants," she said, her teeth impossibly white against her skin. She ran one spidery hand over tight greying curls about an inch long.
Everything about her seemed longer than life. She made me think of Jack in 'The Nightmare Before Christmas,' only black.
"Whatever we can do for you, Sergeant, no problemo," I replied. I glanced over at Farrell, who sat in a folding chair identical to mine. She looked at me blandly, not having said much since introductions.
"Good. What we are is down on personnel; what we have are a load of well-maintained and nearly-new vehicles. So, if I allow you to borrow a Humvee and a half-ton enclosed trailer, you have to pull maintenance detail on the facility. And you have to wear issue going and coming. No civvies, except when you're on your infernal machines. Agreed?"
"Sure." We both nodded.
"Good. I'll have Corporal Maddox duplicate our file on the old airfield, and Sergeant Zemansky will select a suitable Humvee, run a few systems checks, and fill it with diesel."
"Have your Humvees all had the rear engine seals upgraded?" asked Farrell.
"Hunh!" Gurin laughed. "Heard about that, have you? Don't worry. Zemansky's done 'em all. That was a quick fix, not like tryin' to hear yourself think inside the damned things. The Sarge got the civilian specs for insulation, and spent almost a month of spare time gettin' our fifteen rigs quiet." She looked at her watch. "What time you two want to head south?"
"Noon," I said, "but we have to go back to our unit and pick up the Kawasakis."
"Then we better get a move on, Sirs," said Gurin, pushing back out of her chair and coming around her desk, looking like a Masai cattle herder incongruously wearing army cammies. She plucked her field cap off a hook by the door and led us down a short hallway toward the Motor Pool building.
Sergeant Thomas Zemansky wasn't in his incredibly tidy office. A bare desk and a wall full of manuals gave mute testimony to a life as organized and obsessed as John's. Gurin saw Farrell's look of concern, and shook her head.
"Too neat, huh, Lieutenant? That's Zemansky, though. I don't know how we got him, I don't want to know his history, but I thank the creator for him every time we head out into the field. He's like something out of a Tom Clancy novel. Everything he touches works just like it's supposed to. Of course, he doesn't touch it 'til it breaks, unless he gets an info blip from one of his fellow motorpudlians."
Zemansky, a medium-sized brown-haired guy in surprisingly clean olive drab coveralls, sat at a long workbench, a phone in one hand, and some sort of metallo-plastic gizmo in the other. We stood beside Gurin and waited for him to finish.
"Yeah, when the plastic gets warm, it swells enough to bind on the shaft, then the air-pressure regulator shuts down. No, it's not a big problem, Vern, but if you've got the pressure low for off-road, and then you hit pavement, the rig wallows like a cow on rollerskates." He listened for a moment, nodding finally. "Sure, Vern, that's what I'm here for. Hey, say hello to Estelle and the kids. No, don't tell her I said that, for God's sake. What you do in the privacy of your own crib is none of my business. Bye." He dropped the phone back into its cradle, sighed, and turned toward us.
His glasses had slid down his thin nose, giving him a scholarly look that probably fit him better than he thought. He shoved them back up into place, a brief expression of irritation flickering over his features at our interruption.
"Morning, Bonita. Who have we here, two local girl scouts gettin' a tour?" Gurin guffawed again.
"No, Tommy. These ladies are Colonel Tierney's newbies, down from Redmond. May I present Lieutenants Gray and Connolly. They need to requisition one of our Humvees and an enclosed half-ton trailer for a few days."
His handshake was quietly wary, and he looked us up and down at least three times. The look in his steady brown eyes told me that our First Lieutenant's bars didn't impress him that much. You'd have thought we were asking to use one of his kids as tiger bait.
"Don't see why not," he said at last, grudgingly, "but I want a complete log run for the whole time -- with terrain description."
"Sure," we said, then followed him down the service bay to an M1038 Cargo/Troop Humvee, the basic model with an add-on winch.
"Either one of you drive one of these before?"
"Yeah," Farrell replied, as she dropped to the floor and slid under the vehicle. She came back up, grinning at Zemansky.
"Nice seals, Sarge."
For the first time, Zemansky smiled, then went over to a pegboard filled with keys. He pulled off one set, returned to us.
"I'll gas her up, put on the trailer, meet you at Bonita's office. Should have a three-hundred mile range." He climbed in, started the Humvee, and drove off.
Sergeant Gurin looked at Farrell with new respect.
"You knew to do that, didn't you?"
"I guessed," Farrell said. "Good thing he didn't ask any questions. I woulda been up shit creek."
"Well, cool," said Gurin, heading out the open bay doors, onto the sun-drenched asphalt. "Let's go have you sign some paperwork, give you the maintenance list and some facility keys, and you're gone."




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
By a quarter to twelve, we had everything loaded and ready to go. Sergeant Gurin had even procured a couple of the amusing new kevlar helmets for us to wear while we were on the road. We looked quite official and legitimate.
Eyeing the pair of us as we stood in full field kit in front of the house, John seemed reassured. He'd handed us a mobile phone with satellite-squirt capabilities, telling us to check in regularly, but that was all -- so far. I could tell that he wanted to run this op himself, and I knew why. I wanted to tell him that we wouldn't kill Deirdre, or anybody else if we could help it, but I sure as hell couldn't say that out loud.
"All set, Megs," said Farrell, from the driver's seat.
I gave John a peck on his cheek. "We'll call when we get there, John. Don't worry."
But he would, I knew, and the concern on his face as we waved and the Humvee trundled off down the driveway damned near broke my heart. I had my happy ending; now I wanted John to have his. Even more, I wanted to be the one to give it to him.
It took us just over two hours to get to Christmas Valley. Humvee driveshafts have a nasty habit of tearing themselves apart at prolonged seventy-mile-an-hour speeds, so we poked along at sixty-five. The old airfield lay about fifteen minutes north of the little town, and we simply opened one of the smaller doors on the big hanger, and drove in. After powering up all the systems and gobbling down a couple of MRE's, we unloaded the bikes and checked them over -- again. Farrell was near-Johnish when it came to the Kawasakis. As she started, I phoned him and checked in.
"One up on the countershaft sprocket should give us about eighty-five top-end, Megs," she said, removing the Jesus-clip from the end of her countershaft, and exchanging the sprockets. She handed me the clip remover pliers.
"Is that absolute top-end?" I asked, slipping the larger sprocket onto my bike, the chain already secured around the individual teeth.
"No, that's comfortable non-shrapnel speed. They'll probably do over ninety, but we need some low-speed capability along the rimrock. Eighty should be enough to run down a dual-sport easily, though. My biggest worry is having to come up behind him in the dust cloud, but if we ambush him in between levels on the rim's edge, we should be able to take him on foot, easily. A monster dual-sport's gonna be down to maybe five-ten miles per hour at that point. Conk him on the head, drain the gas tank, ride off with a sample of the product."
"Why drain the tank? Wouldn't that tip them off that someone's onto them?"
Farrell thought for a moment. "Okay, good point. If we take just a little of the stuff from each container and then leave, the courier may not realize that anything's wrong. You know, maybe think he got knocked out by a rock from the front tire, or somethin'."
"And we take the second bike out, not the first," I said, returning the tools to the toolbox. "That way, we can follow the tracks of the first one into Christmas Valley."
"Jeez, Megs, you're gonna be a good sneak yet."
We performed Sergeant Gurin's requested facility checks, changed clothes, and pushed the bikes out one of the side doors, turning on the fuel taps and flipping up the choke buttons. I locked the door, tucked the key into the tool pouch on the rear fender, and kicked the engine over.
Third kick. Nice.
We rode back in the direction of Christmas Valley, but detoured around the east side of town, crossing Wagontire Road, and heading south into Fandango Canyon. It was almost sixteen hundred hours. The July sun was beginning to cast significant shadows as it fell down to the west. We rode side-by-side, just a couple of happy dirt bikers speeding between the rocky pumice slopes, laying down a dust cloud two stories high. The quiet Six Days mufflers made it seem as though we floated over the desert surface as effortlessly as gliding eagles. Just us and the road and all the world around, at eighty miles an hour, like sitting at home on your couch.
We reached Highway 395 in less than an hour, went north on the pavement until we hit the main road in from Plush. From there, we climbed east up to the beginning of Abert Rim, then rode south cross-country and pushed the scooters over the rough little road the dual-sports used to cross 395 on their way to Christmas Valley. We were careful to erase any signs of our crossing with sagebrush branches, restoring the road surface so that it only showed the continued passage of the courier bikes.
The observation site we'd picked on the edge of the rim provided a clear view of both the highway crossing and the road the dual-sports had traversed. The Kawasakis were hidden in a shallow depression surrounded by big boulders. A layer of desert camo cloth over them, and even I could scarcely make them out. It was eighteen-hundred hours, more than two hours until sundown. After I phoned John again, we lay on our bellies on the rim's edge, examining the terrain with binoculars.
"A sweet set-up, Megs," said Farrell. "Easy money."
"I hate it when you say that, Gray. Somethin' always goes haywire."
"C'mon, Megs. We're vampires! What more do you want?"
"Maybe fewer vampires on the other side, for starters."
"Connolly, you worry too much. Here, let me take your mind off your problems." She began nibbling on my right ear, sticking her moist tongue in all the right places.
Well, maybe not all the right places, but she covered the rest a few minutes later.
* * * * *
Our tinkering with each other was well into the second hour, and I was definitely low on body fluids. I reached over from where I lay and grabbed my water bottle, handing Farrell hers too, though I had to thump her on the head to get her attention. She looked up at me, her dreamy eyes perturbed at the interruption.
"Water, dear?" I inquired sweetly, sloshing the bottle.
"Sure," she said, rolling away from me onto her back. After a few swallows, she lay looking up at the early evening sky.
"What's it been, Megs, four days?"
"Since I seduced you? Yeah, if today's Thursday."
"Don't sound so frigging blase', Connolly. I thought this was true love! You're not changing your mind, are you?"
She was up on one elbow now.
Farrell's pants were down around her knees, and the rest of her clothes were in a pile behind where we lay. A wave of mixed contentment, love, and lust swept over me. Even with pumice in her hair, and wet dust streaks on her face, she was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. I reached over and touched her perfect skin gently, my forefinger drawing a line from her cheek down over one breast.
"No, Farrell, I don't think so," I said softly. "C'mere, my love."
She did. Of course.
Another hour passed. I'd even fallen partially asleep, Farrell nestled up against me, when I heard a low four-stroke mutter off to the west.
"Gray, wake up! Somebody's coming."
"Besides us, Megs?" she replied, smiling sleepily.
"Idiot," I said, crawling up to the edge of the hollow we rested in.
The sound got no closer, and it seemed to stop finally somewhere west of the highway. Or maybe it just faded away in the distance; it was hard to tell. Some ranch kid out for an after-dinner ride before bed, probably.
The sun set a half-hour later, leaving an orange sky unmarred by any clouds at all. An older pickup truck went past on the highway below, one headlight out, its bed full of migrant workers, heading south to the fleshpots of Lakeview. The utter silence of desert night began to close in.
Then more four-stroke sounds came faintly from the south, two distinct engines. As they drew closer, the uneven pulse of V-twins became clear. Harleys, I thought, wondering what would send road-riders out into the dark wastelands on a Thursday night.
The answer took three more minutes. Two Milwaukee Marvels slowed and stopped right at the dual-sport crossing. They sat on the pavement, talking in low tones, one pointing toward a small copse of juniper set around a cluster of large rim chunks. The second rider nodded, and they pulled slowly away from the highway and into the juniper. Not really out-of-sight, but not likely to be seen. They killed the engines, but didn't get off the bikes, just lit up cigarettes and waited.
"Evolution engines, Megs," said Farrell, peering through her binoculars. "Road bars, not those show-off things the movie lunks go in for, and good solid sissy-bars, too. None of that flimsy artsy-fartsy spiral stuff."
"Are you saying these are real motorcycle dudes, Farrell?" I was tugging my panties and pants back on, but my knee-pads weren't co-operating worth a shit, and there was pumice in all my secret places.
"Yeah, basically, and I don't suppose there's much doubt why they're here." She began getting her own clothes on, seemingly with a lot less trouble than my ordeal.
The two Harley riders were still there when we had ourselves in order. Farrell rolled up the camo cloth and stowed it, and we pointed the Kawasakis north, ready to go when the time came.
"Can we intercept the courier without them knowing?" I asked Farrell, as both of us watched the still-smoking pair.
"Well, they're probably regular folks, not vamps, so we should be able to push the scooters back to where we crossed the couriers' route, pull our ambush, then loop north and cross the highway three-four miles away. They won't hear us until we start the engines, and then it'll be too late. We'll have our samples. The problem is letting the first courier through. They'll get him, and we won't have anybody to follow."
"It's after nine. The stars are coming out, and the dual-sport'll be here in less than an hour. It'll be leaving Birnbaum's about now."
"Shit," said Farrell, frowning. "I guess we could take these two out." She grinned over at me. "You hungry?"
"Get real, Gray. Too chancy, this close to the highway."
"Yeah, I suppose." She picked up her binoculars again. "Whoops, more company."
I snatched up my own binoculars. A figure struggled up through the sandy slope on the far side of the concrete, heading right for the Harley dudes. A helmet dangled by its strap from one hand, and whoever it was wore gear similar to ours.
"The other bike we heard, Farrell."
"Yeah, musta broke down. Fuckin' four-strokes. Kid's been on foot for a hour, anyway." She leaned forward. "Shit, it's a girl."
I worked the adjustment bezel slowly, but could only see that the lurching cyclist had hair over its face, and the chest protector obscured any possible breasts. We were an easy half-mile away, even the hair color was tough. I shook my head.
"Dunno, Gray."
"They see her. The bigger one snubbed out his cigarette. Get ready to move."
"You thinking rape?"
"Rape and dead girl, Megs. They aren't going to want any witnesses that could place them here."
Female or not, the lost rider was only twenty feet from the Harleys. Unintelligible voices drifted up to us. Now only a few steps separated the three. I laid down my binoculars.
"We better go, Farrell."
Suddenly, Farrell gasped. "Jesus! Pick up your glasses, Megs. She just took out the smaller guy!"




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
"What?" I snatched up the binoculars.
The dirt rider -- girl or whatever -- was in the air by the time I had a clear field of view. She angled down across the second Harley to land beside him on her feet. The first Harley guy leaned back into his sissy-bar, unmoving, blank eyes open and neck bent unnaturally, dead.
She seemed to question the second rider for a few seconds, then a blade flashed in the starlight, and she held him firmly upright, her hands on either side of his head. Her shoulders moved rhythmically, not much, but steadily, as she drained what blood she could before his heart ran out of stuff to pump.
"A vamp," Farrell whispered, dropping farther down the mound we hid behind. "Shit." Now both of us had just the upper parts of our heads showing. Even eyesight as keen as ours shouldn't be able to spot us, and our glasses were shrouded.
When the woman finished, she crossed her prey's arms on top of his tank, bending his upper body down, and laid his head on his arms. Giving the other guy a quick check, she nodded once, walked back over the pavement, and disappeared.
Shortly, to the west, a four-stroke started up, coming nearer. Three minutes went by, the sound gradually increasing, and then the scooter flew out over the highway, accelerated past the Harleys and up the couriers' route.
"KLX 250," announced Farrell, still whispering, as she followed the bike's rapid pace up the rim. "Overbore kit, non-stock suspension, hogged-out airbox, aftermarket carb, and a White Brothers' exhaust."
"Do we need to know that, Gray? This person just killed two guys, and you're nattering on about machine specs."
"Sorry, Megs. Whoops, there she goes over that little bench. Shit, she's really movin'. Look at her hair, Megs! She's a brunette."
Not much showed between her helmet and goggles, over her forehead, but it wasn't Deirdre, that much was certain. Relief flooded through me. I didn't want to have to tell John that his one true love was a murdering drug dealer.
The KLX actually wheelied up through the bad stuff, getting airborne at every opportunity, rock and pumice squirting out from the rear tire each time it hit. I wondered if vamps got blood-drunk. Farrell had been a little vague and happy after she tapped Gato, so maybe we did get high on the stuff.
Suckers' junk.
Nice thought.
Another half-hour passed, and then, right on schedule, we heard the initial courier's dual-sport, throbbing steadily over the washboard ridges on top of the rim. We nodded emphatically at one another, and waited.
The headlight showed over the jumbled terrain long before we could actually see the machine itself, but it pottered along, eventually crossing the highway and speeding off into the night. He didn't even slow for the two dead Harley dudes, obviously having been fore-warned by the KLX rider.
Next hour brought courier number two, and we were prepared for this one. Our Kawasakis waited north of the road, ready to go home. I lay on top of a large, flat boulder angled so the headlight missed me, and dropped down on the rider's back as he worked up over a buried sandstone ledge. One good clip below the helmet, and he was out cold. His bike veered off to the left, and Farrell stepped out from behind the boulder and caught it before it hit the ground.
The pannier cases and his backpack were jammed neatly with baggies filled with white powder. I took one from each container, stuck them in Farrell's pack. Then we scored his helmet with scratch patterns suggesting claw marks, scraped up the back side of his body armor, and tore a jagged hunk out of the dual-sport's seat. The rider snored slightly as we lowered him and his bike gently to the ground, leaving him to awaken later and continue his journey.
We pushed our scooters over the next ridge, started them up, rode slowly and quietly to the pavement, then tried to take the tops off the carbs. There were spots out across the desert where I was airborne for seventy-eighty feet at a time. No hope of catching the first dual-sport, but we probably picked up twenty minutes or close to it on him. And his tracks were obvious, entering Christmas Valley. We stashed the bikes in a dry wash near where we'd circled around town. Then we slipped from building to building until we found the telltale tracks going from the deteriorating asphalt of the main street into a concrete storage warehouse. A warehouse which was conveniently situated right next to a primitive runway bladed out of the sagebrush years before. A dilapidated but still serviceable hanger stood alongside the building. Salsa music filtered out under the warehouse's entry door.
Farrell and I hotfooted it back to the bikes, rode to the old military airfield, told John we'd made it, loaded the scoots, changed into our cammies, and headed home.
Leaving town, we passed the dual-sport we'd intercepted, just as he turned onto the main drag. I saw the tear in his seat, and grinned at Farrell as his taillight vanished down the street behind us. Granted there wasn't much of a town here, and the warehouse was at the opposite end from the two night spots, but you'd think people would notice five motorcycles coming and going every weekday night. Maybe Birnbaum had lots of drop points, and only used each one week every couple months. On the other hand, there were several rural-looking older dirt bikes with headlights in front of the taverns as we went by, so perhaps nobody noticed.
"Mission accomplished, huh, Megs?"
"You bet, dear, but not so easily as you hoped. Right?"
"Hey, I planned for every eventuality, up to having to shoot our way out of town."
"With what, Gray? Our extremely accurate officer-issue Berettas?" I patted the holster hanging on my belt.
"Guess what's behind the rear seat, wrapped in canvas in the covered storage area."
"Knowing you, something nasty."
"A Mark 19 Model 3 40 mm. Heavy Machine Gun. It can fire six high-explosive grenades per second. Zemansky stuck it in, just in case, along with two fifty-round magazines."
I started to giggle; I couldn't help it. "Shit, Farrell, nothing like overkill."
"I dunno, Megs. I got a feelin' we're gonna need everything we can get before this business is done."
"Don't remind me, Gray, just don't."
"Okay," she said, bending down and examining the dashboard. "Jeez, you'd think these things'd have a radio."
We came to Highway 31 and turned north. I looked over at Farrell, waving an admonishing finger at her.
"And don't sing, either. Okay?"




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
John had coffee, fresh bread, and a large pan of something resembling lasagna waiting as we unfolded out of the Hummer at one-thirty in the morning.
"Sweet Mother Mary," he said, seeing our dirt-streaked faces and caked hair. He wore shorts and a T-shirt, looking like a college kid. A clean college kid, at that.
"What d'ya want, John," replied Farrell, dragging off her gunbelt and dropping it on the kitchen counter as she reached for a cup of coffee, "efficiency or cleanliness? Or maybe a sprightly Jolson song?"
"No singing!" I said, advancing on John with my arms open. "Gimmie a hug, John." He dodged around the kitchen island, grinning now, but determined to avoid dirt.
"I take it went well?" he said. He knew that; I'd phoned.
"Well enough." I turned to Farrell. "Showertime, Gray. Meet you in the laundry room." I headed down the hall to the utility room, which was situated handily between the two pairs of bedrooms.
We showered with a minimum of distraction, though I can't be around Farrell nude and not explore her some, nor her me. No 'tongue-spelunking,' however, as she calls it, and fifteen minutes after shedding our military clothes, we were back in the kitchen in shorts and T-shirts, ravenous.
Wine and the other forms of alcoholic beverages are only a short buzz for us, thanks to vamp metabolism, but we do enjoy the taste more. John had two Chateau Benoit Mueller-Thurgaus and one Columbia Gorge Reisling waiting at the dining room table.
We sat down, napkins in laps, and passed the bread, lasagna, and Caesar salad around in silence. I watched John as he carefully broke off a piece of french bread and poured himself a glass of wine. His every move was controlled and relaxed, but I knew he must be bursting for more details than I'd given him on the phone. Sometimes his patience amazes me. Of course, Farrell is his exact opposite in that respect, and still I love them both. Just now, she was dumping lasagna on her plate, and I grinned at her frown of concentration. Feeling my gaze on her, she looked up.
"What, Megs?
"Nothing, Gray, just enjoying you."
She laughed. "Yeah, I am pretty enjoyable, all right."
She passed the Pyrex pan to John. "Wouldn't you say, John?"
His expression was dubious as he dug into the steaming pan. "You're a constant source of delight, Lieutenant. I have no idea how I survived my first hundred years without you."
"Just glad to please the two of you so damned much," Farrell replied, buttering her bread. "Shall we get into the de-briefing, then, folks?"
Between mouthfuls, we told John the details of our little drug-sampling mission. His first interruption was predictable.
"Are you certain the Changed motorcyclist was a brunette?"
"It was hard to tell at a distance," I said, "but once she was close enough, no doubt. How tall is Deirdre?"
He thought a few seconds before answering. "Under six feet, I'm sure. Both of you are at least two or three inches taller."
"Don't think our little chick vamp was more'n five-seven," said Farrell, taking a sip from her wineglass, "and no pune."
"Yeah, I agree with Farrell. She was muscular, even under all her riding gear."
"And Birnbaum," said John thoughtfully, sopping up sauce from his plate with his bread. "A Jewish vampire. Most unusual." He sounded skeptical.
"Maybe he's not -- a vampire, that is," Farrell said.
John gave her a knowing smile. "Would you care to wager, Lieutenant? Two out of the five names on the Arabic list were definitely Changed, Dierdre Konrad may be three, and you saw another, presumably the fourth from the list. No, Birnbaum must be one of us. Possibly he may not be aware of the drug connection, but that seems unlikely."
"What about Deirdre?" asked Farrell.
"Aye," John responded, rolling his wine around in its glass, "there's the clanger, isn't it? I cannot imagine the woman I knew being involved with the manufacture of a product of self-destruction." He sighed, his expression troubled. "But people do change, don't they?"
"Hey," said Farrell. "We did." She ignored John's glare.
"Things may not be what they seem, John," I said quickly. "We need to find out what the stuff is that we collected."
"True enough. Shall we take it to Frank, or perhaps some other place? He would, after all, ask how we came by it."
"I think I know just the person to help us, John," I said, grinning as I spooned some more sauce onto my lasagna.
* * * * *
"So," said Farrell, trailing after me down the white hallway of Cascade Women's Health Center, "just how many Roses are there in your family's garden, Megs?"
"Only three, dear." I ticked them off on my fingers as I searched the plastic information plates beside each doorway for Genetic Testing. "My great-grandmother, Rose Tierney, formerly McManus. My grandmother, Rose Ellen Connolly, referred to as 'Mickey,' after a pig she had when she was a kid. And the one we're here to see, my dad's first cousin, Rosemary Milton, who prefers to be called simply Rose."
"And this one is the sister of the jock priest?"
"Yeah, Father Jimmy, who made the fitness tape, 'For Heaven's Shape,' with the aerobic nuns. Got in a shitload of trouble with the Archbishop for that, until he donated half his share of the profits to the Archdiocese. It was a big family scandal, too. His mother Eileen, Dad's Aunt, commonly referred to as 'Big Eileen,' didn't know whether to be horrified or proud, but finally settled on the latter. Last I heard, anyway."
I found the right door, knocked, and cautiously opened it, trying to spot Rosemary among the numerous white-clad figures bustling about. The Genetic Testing Section was quite a lot bigger than I'd expected.
A few questions and pointing fingers later, and Farrell and I entered Rosemary's office, off in a quieter corner of the large room. She sat behind a desk piled high with printouts and folders, brow furrowed and tongue sticking out one corner of her mouth in concentration as she flipped pages.
"Megan!" she said, when I tapped on the door jamb, her smile instantly transforming her rather ordinary features. She came around the desk and hugged me tightly, then held me away from her for examination.
"My goodness, Megan. I think you're even taller than last time I saw you." Rosemary's great gift is instant empathy. She focuses completely on whoever she's with, and no one is able to resist her warmth and interest. You immediately feel
important, simply because this terrific person is paying attention to you. And it's all real.
"And this must be Farrell! Aunt Mickey has talked about you so much." Rosemary laughed as she examined Farrell, brushing her brown bangs away from her glasses. "Mickey likes you, though, which means you must have some serious personality defects." She looked from one of us to the other, shaking her head. "And honestly, sometimes I think I'm the shortest person on the face of the earth!"
"Don't forget your little sister," I said.
Rosemary's smile opened a couple more notches. "That's right, Kathleen the runt." She turned back to her desk, and took a small framed picture from between the piles.
"Here's Kathleen's Andi. She's seven now." A little girl in a white T-shirt with a soccer crest centered on it smiled reservedly out of the picture. Black or navy blue suspenders held up her pants. Her hair was very short and curly, almost like Sergeant Gurin's, only dark brown. Reno's climate had given her a nice tan. I grinned as I handed the picture to Farrell.
"Here's what you need, Gray. The world's most delightful child."
Farrell whistled. "For sure, Megs. Except I doubt her mother'd give her up, plus any kid of mine wants to be half yours."
Rosemary's expression turned thoughtful, as what Farrell'd said sank in. She looked at me.
"Is that right, Megan? Are you two..?"
"…Like you and Claudia? Yup."
"Well, that's news, isn't it. Congratulations! Aunt Mickey said one of you was being a little dense about your relationship. Her word. From the tone of her voice, she didn't mean Farrell."
"'Dense,' huh?" said Farrell. "Isn't that another word for 'blonde'?"
"Welcome to the family, Farrell," Rosemary said, chuckling. "Would you two like a tour? Or are you in a hurry?"
I lifted an eyebrow at Farrell, who shrugged. "Sure."
Rosemary spent ten minutes introducing us to her staff and showing us assorted gene things. Mostly normal genetic material from amniotic fluid, but there was a single Trisomy-21 case, Down Syndrome. Rosemary shook her head sadly over that one, saying she was glad she didn't have to be the person to tell the parents.
Finally, back in her office, we brought out our samples of white powder. Rosemary smelled it, rubbed it between her fingers. "Methamphetamine, almost certainly. Let me go run down a test kit. We usually keep one in the refrigerator for the rare occasion when we need to test. I'll be right back." She went back out into the main lab area, white coat flapping, and was back less than a minute later, tearing open a sealed pouch containing a small vial of clear liquid. She unscrewed the cap, then brought out a spatula less than a quarter-inch wide from the pouch, and slowly carried a small mound of the white powder to the vial. The drug vanished in a few seconds, and the liquid in the vial turned a bright blue.
"Very pure meth, ladies," said Rosemary. "Very pure, indeed." Her look included us both. "No one I know, I hope?"
"No," I said, "just an investigation John's running."
"Ah, John, the mystery man who's related to us, but no one knows precisely how. Did I ever mention to you that I have a picture of the original John Tierney? The only photograph of him the family has, I believe. The picture is quite old, of course, and faded, and I've only met your commander once, but there's a resemblance. It's almost enough to suggest he might know Uncle Jimmy McManus, the one who saw the fairy."
"Great-grandmother Rose's brother, in Canada?"
Rosemary nodded. "He's almost a hundred years old. Big Eileen says his longevity is due his 'acquaintance' with the fairy. She makes it sound like they had sex. Of course, she makes a lot of things sound that way. Anyway, perhaps the family's John Tierney met a fairy, or stepped underneath a mound for seventy years."
"He acts that old," said Farrell, grimacing.
I just smiled. "We'd better be heading out, Rose. Our John Tierney needs the information you've given us."
Rosemary didn't say anything more about the family, just escorted us through the lab and out into the main hallway.
"Farrell," she said, as we were about to say our goodbyes and leave, "If you should happen to want to conceive a child which is equally yours and Megan's, there's an emerging technique that might make it possible, perhaps within a year or two. I read an article about it just last week in 'Gene Scene,' on the Net. It's called 'Haploid Combination.' It involves removing the germ plasm from one egg, then inserting it into another, producing a daughter who truly has two mothers."
Farrell gave me a speculative look. "Maybe if it could be twins," she said, winking at me.
"Two half-yous might be a bit much, dear," I said, without showing the interest I felt. Motherhood was not something I'd ever seriously considered until this moment, and it still seemed far-fetched. I poked Farrell in the shoulder. "Maybe in a couple years, if you behave yourself."
We thanked Rosemary and went off down the hall. When we were back in the Honda, I turned to Farrell and said, "Why does the idea of having a vampire baby make me think of the 'Alien' movies?"
"Yuck, Megs!" Then she laughed, and said, "That crossed my mind, too, if it makes you feel any better." She continued giggling as we pulled away from the clinic, patting her stomach and moaning. This went on until we were clear of town, then she shut up, and sat watching me. Not saying anything, just watching.
"Still thinking about the baby, Farrell?" I inquired sweetly.
"No. Well, kinda, but mostly I was thinking that somewhere down the line, if we come into some serious money, you could maybe buy a normal family." She started giggling again.
She did have a point.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
John had been on-line to the Lake County Examiner -- published each Thursday -- and actually had articles and photographs that concerned Birnbaum from the pages of the paper. I scanned some of the stories and looked at the dozen or so pictures of Birnbaum, who seemed to be a pleasant enough looking guy about forty, dark-haired and dynamic. Not a stand-out sort, though, just your average big frog in a small pond.
"Doesn't seem to ever be any Birnbaum executives or lesser employees in any of these pictures, John," I said.
John sat back in his chair, and laid down the articles he'd been checking. "No, just local bigwigs eager to attach themselves to the Birnbaum success story. He turned up in Lake County in the mid-sixties, and began buying land at a furious pace, but he hired locally, built locally, headquartered locally, and donated locally."
"Well," said Farrell. "Twenty-five hundred pounds of good meth out the door every week makes for a lot of discretionary funding. And there might be some other products from the Birnbaum labs. He can afford some largesse, particularly when you consider that his legitimate activities aren't exactly low income. Serious buckos, folks."
"And we're not the only ones who know about the drug thing," I said, putting the pieces I'd been reading with John's, "or else those Harley dudes wouldn't have been there waiting. How did they know to be where they were?"
John steepled his fingers and looked down through them at his desktop. "There can be only one answer. Someone within Birnbaum's organization gave them the information, it would seem. A more difficult question is how the woman you saw kill them knew they would be there."
I didn't like that thought. If we'd been later arriving at Abert Rim, she would have known we were there, too. For certain she'd been watching from a vantage point west of the highway.
"It might've just been a routine precautionary action," Farrell said, quoting a phrase from some course we'd taken at Ranger School. John smiled at her.
"Very good, Lieutenant. And what would you suggest we do next?"
"Easy enough. We poke a stick in their anthill. Megs and I walk in the front door of Birnbaum Enterprises' office building, in uniform, and say we're looking for part-time work. Easy enough."
"And even easier to say, I fear." John sighed, looking keenly at both of us. An expression I had never seen him show before slowly spread over his face. He generally looks reserved, occasionally closed, but never grim. Now he did. "I have mentioned to you, Meggie, that I was in Germany during World War II. More specifically, I spent two weeks in Berlin in late April and early May of 1945."
"The fall of Berlin," said Farrell, her already interested gaze intensifying.
"Exactly," John nodded. "By that time, I had been assigned to the Office of Strategic Services, under General William Donovan. Several of us had been sent into Berlin as observers. Donovan felt that many of the Nazi elite would attempt escape. 'Make a run for it,' were his words. It was a rather futile effort to keep tabs on them, as Berlin was utter chaos. However, on the evening of May the first, a singular event occurred. A considerable number of the personnel from Hitler's bunker and the Reich Chancellery fled. Like rats from a doomed ship, they went in all directions, but nearly always to the west."
John paused, then turned in his chair to reach the bookshelf behind him. Finding the volume he wanted, Von Lang's 'The Secretary,' he opened it on the desk, thumbing through the first few pages.
"This is probably the definitive work on Martin Bormann," John said. "This section is testimony taken from Reichsjugendfuhrer Artur Axmann, the head of the Hitler Youth, who was captured in the fall of 1945 in the Bavarian Alps. Axmann had been in Berlin at the end. He told his interrogators that, on a bridge near the Lehrter Railroad Station, in the early morning hours of May second, he saw two dead bodies. One was Hitler's personal physician, Ludwig Stumpfegger; the other was Martin Bormann. Subsequent investigation revealed that the bodies had been buried on the exposition grounds near the station. In the seventies, the remains were traced and unearthed."
John leafed through the book again, this time near the back. He looked up. "I was there, on the bridge, and examined the fresh corpses. Let me read you the following passage: 'Axmann and his adjutant Gunter Weltzin, returning to the Lehrter Bahnhof S-Bahn station, saw in the dim light of dawn two men lying on the bridge at Invalidenstrasse, where it crosses the railroad tracks. They recognized Bormann and Stumpfegger. Apparently both were dead, but there was no sign of blood or injury.' Axmann's testimony was accurate; I watched him and Weltzin from behind a collapsed wall. His assumption that the cause of death was poison was wrong, however, the key words being 'no sign of blood or injury.' That much, at least, was correct, because the corpses had been neatly drained by two of our kindred." He closed the book. "Of course, I had no idea of the corpses' identity, but once I'd examined the bodies closely, and smelled their clothing, I managed to track the killers north to the Berlin-Spandau Canal. I was too late; they had escaped over the water to the River Spree, and thence to the Havel." At last John smiled. "So Martin Bormann, himself a sort of vampire, ironically died at the hands of true vampires."
"What about the killers?" I asked.
"Nothing more, except that one was female. Presumably they were Berliners, perhaps even served the Reich. Bormann was identified through dental records provided by Dr. Hugo J. Blaschke to the U.S. National Archives in 1945. Dr. Blaschke was Bormann's dentist."
Farrell's expression had changed to puzzlement. "Why are you telling us this, John?"
"A nagging thought, I'm afraid. Who were the two vampires, and where did they escape to? When I saw Birnbaum's photograph, then my curiosity escalated." He reopened the book, this time to the pictures in the middle. "Page through these. Note that Herr Bormann is typically a rather short, rotund individual, with prominent jowls. Then examine carefully the photograph of his wedding in 1929, with the bride, the groom, and the bride's father seated in the back of Hitler's automobile."
"Doesn't even look like the same person," I said. The younger Bormann appeared lean, tough and confident, nothing like the ingratiating, porcine man the later pictures showed. I handed the book to Farrell.
"True enough," John replied. "Now compare that admittedly poorly-detailed photograph with these newspaper clippings of our Mr. Birnbaum."
"Fair amount of resemblance," I said, nodding as I turned the pages, "but the wedding shot isn't definitive enough. It looks like those old-timey pictures they use in beer ads, with the tree-fallers or railroad workers, or whoever."
"All too true, Meggie, but I'm sure you will agree that you two do not want to go into Birnbaum Enterprises with, as Lieutenant Gray would probably put it, your 'ovaries secreting on overdrive.'"
I looked slantwise at Farrell. "Your input would be sincerely appreciated, Gray."
She slid down in her seat, legs crossed at the ankles, the newspaper articles still on her lap. "It can't be Bormann. They have the dental records. They have his remains."
John put his hand up, index finger extended. "Ah, but there were no radiographs, only charting done by Dr. Blaschke from memory in 1945."
"Well, then, shit," said Farrell, not looking pleased.
"John," I said, jumping in, "you're being anal here. Prudent, I'll admit, but this is awfully far-fetched."
"I'm not the one with the stick in the anthill, Meggie, remember, and I must be responsible for the welfare of my command. I would very much like to put to rest a nagging suspicion which has haunted me for fifty years. Two mysterious vampires, and Martin Bormann, alive." His eyes narrowed in anticipated satisfaction. "Perhaps no coincidence. How fulfilling to bring down the last of the upper-echelon Reich members. The accomplishment of even a long lifetime! But we needs be exceedingly careful. After all, if Lieutenant Gray were to be killed, who would be able to enjoy her?"
"I've got a question, John," said Farrell, shooting him a quick grin before becoming serious. "The female vamp in Berlin -- you're sure it wasn't Deirdre?"
"Yes, absolutely certain."
"Good," replied Farrell, "then let's go back to the length and thickness of the stick and the possible size of the anthill."




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
We vampires aren't much for sleeping. The flipside is that we need regular re-fueling to keep us going. By the time the sun was up on Saturday, food was getting scarce, and the house was nearly a beverage-free zone. We'd spent much of our time scrutinizing the satellite images of the Birnbaum holdings, trying to get a feel for what was going on and when. The drug-laden motorcycles went east Friday night, exiting from a large building built into the side of the rim. The house, if anything that big can be termed a 'house,' perched on a flat area just below the edge of the rimrock. To the west and higher, but still sheltered from winds and weather, was a helicopter pad. Next to it stood a small hanger. The pad, the house, and the motorcycle building formed a rough triangle. The main body of the working ranch lay downslope almost a mile away, barns and stock pens, with a smaller ranch house that must have been where the Jenkins lived when they owned the land.
Leaning back in his chair, his eyes closed tightly, John massaged his temples for a few seconds before speaking. "If we do not move on these findings soon, our official duties will interfere. So, let us review our plans. Monday morning, nine hundred hours, you two will walk into Birnbaum's offices, where you will almost certainly be confronted by one or more Changed, possibly even Birnbaum himself. What will you do?"
"Give them the secret handshake," said Farrell, nodding confidently.
"Look innocent -- which I can do, Gray," I said.
"Ladies, please! You may not have to shoot your way out, but there will be questions, at the least. Open-armed welcome may mean something more lethal than the Lake County Chamber of Commerce intends in their brochures."
"Okay," I said, "we explain who we are, where we're from, that we need some extra cash, and that we're available on a part-time basis. Then we shut up. And we keep smiling."
"Yes, but if Deirdre -- my Deirdre -- is there, then she will instantly scent your connection with me. Even as I can tell that you, Meggie, are mine, and that Lieutenant Gray is yours, so will Deirdre. She cannot know where I am, but she will assume that I am alive. That initial contact will be your most dangerous moment, the outcome turning entirely on her perception of what you might represent."
"She won't want a fire-fight in the reception area," said Farrell, "and she may not be there, or Birnbaum's Deirdre may not be yours."
John's expression showed how strongly he doubted those last words. "All possibly true, but we must prepare for the worst."
I shrugged. "So, we think on our feet, while you're back at Christmas Valley preparing for our speedy return."
"Yes, hopefully with a fully-armed AH-64B Apache Attack Helicopter ready to knock on the front door of the Birnbaum Ranch. Provided that the 402nd Ranger Battalion will prove willing and able to part with one for a few days."
I just shook my head. "John, when was the last time you made a request and the Pentagon turned you down?"
Farrell shoved her chair back and stood up. "Another rhetorical question, John. Don't bother to answer. Just remember, if they give you a choice on pilots, make sure you ask for Tomlinson and Brodsky when you call Fort Lewis. Meantime, I'm going out to the garage for more drinks. If there aren't any special requests, it's Dr. Pepper and Henry's." She went out of the study, stretching and yawning.
"Well, John, now what?"
"One of us watches the ranch twenty-four hours a day. The others check equipment. I shall phone Fort Lewis now, then call Bend to procure the services of your Sergeant Zemansky. You may have first duty on the ranch."
I watched him open the safe behind his desk, bring out the NCD access control, connect it to the phone and do his secret numbers. Well, at least it'd be nice seeing Tomlinson and Brodsky again, provided I wasn't on the ground at Birnbaum's, at the wrong end of one of their Hellfire missiles. Jane was a bit trigger-happy, although it had held them in good stead in the first Gulf War. And if John wasn't pleased about our level of knowledge and the amount of information we had going in, I was only slightly more so. Too many unknowns. This op could turn into a real clusterfuck.
Oh, well. I levered myself to my feet, heading to the kitchen to intercept Farrell and the drinks, resigned to being stuck to the satellite for the next few hours.
"You want some company, Megs?" she asked, when I told her what I was doing.
"Right, Gray. Lots of good viewing with us distracting me from my job. Space aliens could land at Birnbaum's and neither one of us would notice."
"Yeah," she said, shoving cans and bottles into our poor, over-worked refrigerator, "you're right. I'll take over for you at noon. By six, John ought to have finished his procurement efforts. A buck says he'll want to be all set up in Christmas Valley by sundown tomorrow."
"No takers on that one, Farrell." I gave her a kiss, snagged a bottle of Henry's, and went off to be bored. Monday morning couldn't come soon enough for me.




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
We were on the road south from Christmas Valley by sun-up Monday, leaving John and Sergeant Zemansky huddled over maps and diagrams while they waited for Tomlinson and Brodsky. Zemansky had shown up shortly after we arrived on Sunday evening, in a deuce-and-a-half truck loaded to the gills with tools and ordnance. He'd even brought a portable shower, bedding and cots for all of us. All the comforts of home, practically, and extra MREs for everyone, too. Yum.
Lakeview sits on part of the ancient dry lakebed whose only remnants are Silver, Summer, Abert, and Goose Lakes, which lie north-south like a hundred-mile string of large, oblong beads. Goose Lake is south of Lakeview, and presumably gave the town its name. Whatever, the lakebed is flat, and so is the town, which is mostly west of Highway 395, the same road that the courier motorcycles crossed to the north of Abert.
Birnbaum Enterprises turned out to be a three-story brick building adjacent to the City Park and Pool, surrounded by elaborate landscaping and colorful displays of annuals and perennials. The place reeked of taste and understated wealth. The flowers smelled pretty good, too.
We parked the Hummer in one of a dozen or so visitors' slots, and sat for a moment watching the building through the branches of a line of gum trees, as though there was much to see through the tinted glass. Already strong sunlight beat down through the big leaves overhead as they moved silently in the fitful breeze. Just us and the Hummer today, the Kawasakis and their trailer being back at Christmas Valley, a resource we'd decided not to reveal just yet.
"Into the Valley of Death, huh, Megs?" said Farrell, her dark features flushed with anticipation and curiosity. We'd elected to wear our Desert BDUs and boots with matching covers on our helmets, and I thought Farrell's coloring looked sexy as hell against the light-colored cloth. Funny how your head works when you're going into danger.
"Well, Gray, it's been swell."
"Yeah, right." She slapped her Beretta's holster. "Full clip, safety off, right?"
"You bet. Let's go."
We climbed out of the Hummer, tossing our helmets on the seats, and ambled up the broad tan sidewalk between beds of orange-red poppies. It reminded me of Oz and the yellow brick road, and I wondered whether Birnbaum was the Great and Powerful Oz or the man behind the curtain. Probably both. Right, and Deirdre was the Grand Wunky.
We walked through the tall glass doors, across a concrete entry slab, and into the large carpeted lobby. Birnbaum's business interests, legal and otherwise, had bought a lot of medium-hued woods, a small fountain and burbling stream, and subdued but expensive-looking art works. John, I knew, would approve of the decor.
The receptionist wasn't bad, either. Honey-blond hair, minimal makeup, sort of western-looking, and probably cowboy boots on the feet below her denim skirt. No weapons I could see.
She smiled politely as we approached, but she didn't interest me as much as the small, matte-black box on her desk. The front side had a tiny grill, and on its top was a green light, which turned red when we were about five feet from the desk.
"Shit, Megs," whispered Farrell, "that thing just smelled us."
"Hang in there, Gray. Just keep smiling."
The receptionist stared open-mouthed at the box, then up at us, which pretty much clinched Farrell's conclusion. We weren't anybody that she knew would set the thing off. The woman gave the box another uneasy glance before deciding she'd better greet us. Her smile faltered at first.
"Good morning, ladies. How may I help you?"
Before either of us could answer, the door behind her opened, a tall, well-dressed woman with white-blond hair and a golden tan stepped out, and I looked into the most beautiful green eyes I'd ever seen.
Beside me, Farrell sucked in a breath.
Deirdre.
Beyond a doubt, and even more lovely than in John's picture. Somehow I kept smiling, and kept from grabbing the Beretta.
She smiled, and visions of a thousand ships, battles fought, and kingdoms toppled leapt forth. Her voice was a lovely contralto.
"Megan, Farrell. You're early!" She looked at her Rolex. "But let's go have coffee and a bite. You poor dears must be starved after your long drive." She turned to the still-seated receptionist as she came around the desk and took our arms in hers. "We'll be back in an hour or so, Marlene. Don't forget to re-set the alarm." Propelling us toward the main doors, she looked up at us, emerald eyes alight. "My, such a surprise, girls, and so much catching-up to do."
We kept smiling, about the only part of our daring plan that was still intact.
When the doors were closed safely behind us, and she had us headed down the sidewalk toward downtown Lakeview, Deirdre became more serious. "All right, which one of you is which? The Lake County Sheriff was kind enough to ferret out your names for me when Eddie and his so-called associates got themselves killed, but no descriptions. You are Megan Connolly and Farrell Gray, aren't you?"
We assured her we were. She nodded.
"Well, that's something. Of course, nobody told me you were Changelings. That's absolutely rich. No wonder you nailed Eddie and the Chingaros." She laughed, a sound like silver bells. "I'll bet that little prick practically shit his pants when he got a whiff of you two. I told Maurice Eddie'd get himself into trouble, but I didn't think he'd end up getting offed by kindred." She pronounced 'Maurice' like 'Morris,' the usual Irish way.
"How old are you two?"
"Twenty-five," I answered. She shook her head.
"Good grief! You're bloody children!" Her eyes shifted in my direction. "And John Tierney's still alive, and still in the military, then. You're certainly his." She looked at Farrell. "And you're hers. That's a first. Or did you use a syringe?"
"Yeah," Farrell replied, moistening her lips with her tongue, her mouth still dry.
By that time, we were across Highway 395 and on North 1st Street. Deirdre steered us through the parking lot of the U.S. Bank and into a restaurant called The Indian Village, which the sign proclaimed had 'One of the West's Largest Indian Artifacts Collections.' It sure looked that way, once we were inside. More Native American dustcatchers than anyone'd believe possible. And, no surprise, every male head along the counter came up when Deirdre walked in.
The Chief Waitress -- it actually said that on her nameplate -- obviously knew Deirdre, and trotted quickly up to us.
"Oh, good morning, Ms. Konrad. Table for three?"
"Please, Sheryl, and if we could sit in one of the back rooms."
"Certainly, Ms. Konrad. And how's Mr. Birnbaum? We haven't seen him in here in over a week."
"He's fine, Sheryl, just too busy, as always. You know how he is."
"Just like every other businessman in Lake County, I guess." The waitress smiled knowingly, her hands full of menus as she led us toward the rear of the restaurant. "Men around here never take time to stop and smell the roses."
"Smell the cow pies is more like it, Sheryl. By the way, these two young ladies are Megan Connolly and Farrell Gray. Sheryl Reeder, girls, the pride of The Indian Village."
We shook hands with Sheryl, who practically bowed to Deirdre before scurrying off to fetch a plate of cinnamon rolls and a pot of coffee. Deirdre sat in silence, examining us thoughtfully over the cotton tablecloth, then said, "When I was small, I imagined that someday I'd be old, and my own dear grandchildren would crowd around me, hearing tales and sharing love. I never expected it would come about in this manner. You two are probably as close as I'll ever get." Her laughter this time was more earthy, but the tone of her voice was somber.
"John must love you very much, Megan," she said softly to me, her eyes grave, and I thought I saw a touch of regret in their depths. "How is he?"
"Still wildly in love with you," said Farrell, before looking over her shoulder to see if the rolls were on their way. She'd noticed me starting to blush, damn her.
Deirdre's gaze sharpened. "I cannot believe that, after all this time."
"You knew he searched for you for years, didn't you?" I said. "He almost found you in San Francisco, he said, but you slipped away."
"The Changed don't linger in relationships, my children."
"Bullshit," said Farrell angrily. "You ran, and tore his fucking heart out. Hard to imagine why he still feels the way he does."
Deirdre's eyes went jade-hard, and her short laugh was harder. "Don't you lecture me, you puling infant! Come back in a thousand years or fifteen hundred and tell me how it is with you and Megan. Then we'll speak as equals. And John Tierney is responsible for his own life and love. I didn't ask for his undying devotion!" She looked at me for support.
"You and Farrell are both right, Deirdre. John can be pretty obsessive, but you and he were together for three years. In your lifetime an eyeblink, but more than long enough to be comfortable together and find something worth keeping. Maybe some time in the future, the two of you should talk. And don't tell me you haven't been curious about him. You knew he was in the military, and that was World War II or later, over twenty years after you were together."
A perfect face must be able to show emotion easier than the rest of us. Deirdre's certainly seemed to. She looked down at her clasped hands, her lips pressed together. A few heartbeats later, she spoke again.
"As modern people, without a mindset as old as mine, you've probably thought of many uses for your Changling talents that would never occur to one as old as I. For me, over the years, forgery has been wonderfully nourishing financially. We can imitate any signature perfectly. During World War II, at the Presidio in San Francisco, I created papers and documents for both the Army and the Navy. Language fluency, which you've certainly discovered, also has its uses. And the Changed can mimic voices. I once spent a hour with Mel Blanc that was among the most enjoyable I have ever experienced. Anyway, not to digress, but I succumbed to curiosity and weakness, and checked military records to see if John was still alive and in the military. He was, of course, and I followed his assignments until after the War."
I watched her as she spoke, fascinated. John had been right about her height. Maybe not so tall in old Ireland, where everyone was supposedly large, she was at least
five-ten, big enough here and now. Her build was similar to ours, without the weight room bulk, basically a swimmer's body, long-muscled and rangy. And that face, that bearing, that perfect efficiency of movement -- no wonder she'd been a legend in her youth.
Farrell interrupted my thoughts.
"So you still love him, huh, Deirdre?"
"You are an impudent brat, Lieutenant!" Her fist slammed down on the heavy wooden table, and I heard the legs groan. "And, were he here, John would agree with me."
Farrell shrugged, grinning. "Old news. I piss him off all the time. He always sides with Megs."
In spite of her anger, a smile crept slowly over Deirdre's face. She sighed. "Perhaps Megan is right. He and I should speak."
Before Deirdre could pursue that thought, the door behind her opened, and Sheryl returned, pushing a small cart holding a tray piled high with hot cinnamon rolls, a mammoth coffee urn, and three mugs.
"This should be enough, Sheryl," Deirdre told the concerned waitress as she poured the coffee. Farrell was already into the rolls, the excitement of finding Deirdre secondary to stoking her inner furnace. When Sheryl had departed, Deirdre continued.
"How did you know to come looking here, girls? Eddie surely didn't make a heartfelt deathbed confession. He didn't have that much moral fiber, and Maurice is very big on the absence of paperwork."
I explained about the Arabs and John's discovery of the list of five names, with Birnbaum's name on it.
"So you decided to do a search, eh? Clever John not to come himself, instead sending his minions, knowing only I would know your origin. Or did he not wish to take the chance of confronting me? That might be the better explanation, mightn't it?"
"Both, I think," I replied, "but primarily he didn't want to reveal himself, and felt we were less threatening."
"I see." She cradled her coffee mug with both hands, blowing lightly across the steaming surface. Her green eyes flashed through the rising vapor. "So why exactly are you here, younglings?"
The moment of truth. But, of course, that couldn't be. "Curiosity," I said, "plus we thought we might be able to do some part-time work in the Bend area for Birnbaum Enterprises. Pick up some extra cash. Farrell and I figured the pay might be good."
"Then John's interest lies only in me, not in what goes on here?"
"Exactly," said Farrell, her second roll largely demolished. "Megs says he's beginning to take a longer view on activities that don't require his professional attention.
His consuming interest in this is you, nothing more."
Deirdre took a long drink from her mug. "I come to Bend, John and I talk, and for that privilege he is willing to turn a blind eye when you two aid us in our endeavors?"
Farrell and I nodded in unison. I knew in my heart and soul that no one would buy this lame story. Deirdre surprised me with what she said next.




CHAPTER THIRTY
"Maurice will see you two as a giant asset. He should be in the office by the time we get back. I'll introduce you; he'll be delighted. Your background and physical appearance alone will convince him, even as paranoid as he usually is."
"Why should he be paranoid?" I asked, taking a cautious sip of my own coffee.
"Our basic natures do not change when we do, Megan, and most of us are happiest behind the scenes, tugging on the threads of society's fabric perhaps, but little more. That tendency alone leads to a certain degree of natural protectiveness. Maurice's life has been more public than is ordinary for the Changed, but he is still cautious. Plus, he has lost Eddie and Bogard, and, while Eddie was a flawed vessel for anyone's confidence, Bogard represented the perfect Changeling. In Maurice's mind, at least."
"You were with Bogard, huh?" said Farrell. "We saw the police report," she added in explanation.
"My," said Deirdre in tones close to admiration, "you are thorough little girls. Tremaine will have her hands full with you two." Again came that compelling laugh.
"Tremaine is..?" I asked.
"The final name on your list. She's in charge of security. You'll meet her eventually, mayhap later today, if Maurice elects to send you out to the Ranch, which he almost certainly will."
"What do you do for the company?" I asked.
"I'm the gatekeeper, deciding just who gets access to Maurice and the rest of Birnbaum Enterprises -- and when -- plus I do all the scheduling for the business."
Since Deirdre seemed inclined to answer questions, I plucked a roll from the diminishing pile, and continued.
"How long have you worked for Birnbaum?"
"A week or two over six months. I met Tremaine quite by accident in a women's restroom at the San Francisco Airport, just prior to the Christmas holidays last year. She was doing…what Tremaine does, while Bogard waited for her out in the terminal. They were flying out of San Francisco, and I was flying in, but we talked until their flight boarded. Bogard became most intrigued with me. So did Tremaine, but for quite another reason. Although not so ancient as I, her Change also came from Konrad, and she instantly sensed that connection when we met. She even calls me 'sister.'" Deirdre's last words held the slightest tinge of disgust.
"In any event, I concluded my business, the final stop on a book tour, came north, spoke with Maurice, and essentially stayed."
"A book tour?" said Farrell, perking up a bit.
"Yes. Have you ever read any of the River Kingdoms fantasy series? It's mine. The latest is called Quivira, and I stumped around the larger cities promoting it. I detest the public exposure, but it's quite necessary, my agent assures me. If somewhat embarrassing. All those earnest young women!"
"You're Sydney Kestral! I've read every one of those," blurted Farrell, firmly back in the conversation. " Quivira just came out in paperback. That big Native American kid, Wandering Bear -- who received the gift of perfect health and eternal life from the River Goddess -- what a great character!"
Deirdre folded her hands on the table, her smile growing slyly smug. "Yes, dear, he's quite a fine young man -- still, I expect." She began to giggle.
Farrell's mouth dropped open. "You mean -- it's real!"
"You were the Goddess, then?" I said.
Deirdre nodded. "For over a hundred years, I'm afraid. Of course, I wasn't quite as insatiable a sexual creature as the Goddess is portrayed, but one has to spice things up for the modern reader. And I do miss Quivira, that dirty, brawling Missouri port city. It was a pleasant interlude, for the most part. Scheming High Priests are never as exciting in real life as between the pages, and river sailors still behave as do their high-seas counterparts. Eventually, the ocean traders were effectively shut down by the Romans, the river cities stagnated and died, and I moved west."
"Wandering Bear is still alive?" asked Farrell, acting like a star-struck schoolgirl.
"Yes, I believe so. His people's descendents no longer call him that, however, but rather 'The Man With No Graves,' or simply 'No Graves,' referring, I'm certain, to his lack of ancestors. The Native American community is well aware of him, however, as a quasi-spiritual entity. Some hulking body-builder type will likely play him in the eventual movie, which is currently under negotiation." She shuddered. "Just so long as they don't sign Drew Barrymore as the Goddess."
I laughed at that; Farrell didn't, still half-overcome by Deirdre's revelations. I guessed that Deirdre was going to have an easier deal from here on out, at least so far as Farrell was concerned. Myself, I wasn't sure. Deirdre had given us not one whit of motivation for her situation with Birnbaum. If anything, she'd revealed a considerable income from her writing. I might not have read the books, but I'd seen plenty of prominant displays in bookstores over the past few years. The series continued to generate legions of fans and some sizeable dollars. So, if it wasn't money keeping Deirdre on Birnbaum's payroll, what was it?




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Like John, Deirdre wasted few words on small talk. Virtually everything she said while we were in the Indian Village had direction, either giving information or seeking it. We didn't mention Martin Bormann, of course, and she didn't volunteer any information about Birnbaum or the business. Mostly we talked about the Change.
"What do you two know about the Change, other than the physical aspects?" she asked, more relaxed now that Farrell wasn't in her face every couple of minutes.
"We figure it's viral, or something similar," I said.
"Close enough. Have you ever seen your Changed blood under a microscope?"
"No," Farrell replied, her hunger apparently appeased by the now-vanished cinnamon rolls.
"A year ago," Deirdre went on, "an initially bad combination of events gave me the opportunity to view what lived in my own blood. I was in Portland, delivering a copy of the galley-proofs for Quivira to my agent. My travelling persona is young and punked, not a tempting target for muggers -- or so I thought. I'd delivered the manuscript, tripped around the Southeast Hawthorne environs, and thought to ride Tri-Met back downtown to the Greyhound Bus Station. As I stood waiting at the bus stop, three young gentlemen decided to separate me from my backpack." She paused to warm up her coffee, smiling bemusedly. "None of them survived the encounter, the last dying at Providence Hospital, where the ambulance had taken both of us. Knives can be terribly destructive, and while I wasn't terminally damaged, the attack took place in broad daylight, and the EMT crew responded too rapidly. So I went to Providence, unable to drag any of my attackers into cover and feed. The surgeons matched things up and stapled me together. I went into the Trauma Ward mostly-healed, and with the blood I needed dripping steadily into my arm."
"You didn't just leave when you were healed?" I asked, puzzled.
"Of course that was my intention, but a great deal of time and medical expertise had been expended. I thought to spend the rest of that day, then simply depart during the night, after I had recovered my personal belongings and searched my records to establish what monies I owed. But a young female Emergency Department physician became curious…"
"Higgins, I bet," said Farrell, poking me in the shoulder.
"How did you know that?" said Dierdre, her eyes initially going wide, and then narrowing.
"She was on duty when the medics brought Farrell in," I explained, leaving unsaid that Farrell's shooting had been only ten days ago. The quickest ten days of my life.
Deirdre shook her head. "Dear Goddess, perhaps our destinies truly are intertwined."
"You're lucky it was Kip Higgins, Deirdre," I said. "At least she'd keep her mouth shut."
"Well, she didn't -- entirely. Her young man, a genetic researcher, turned up at my bedside, fortunately before the police sought to question me. We arrived at an agreement. He and I would examine my blood, and I would kill him should he betray my secrets. It's amazing what respect I can engender in medical people with a total healing process taking only a few hours. And the spiked hair, ripped jeans, and substantial amounts of leather and metal may have helped."
"Sounds interesting," said Farrell, impressed.
"That you would find it such does not surprise me, my dark daughter," Deirdre said, laughing. "So I saw what makes us what we are, and you were partially correct. There is viral activity, accounting for our strength, resistance to disease, and immortality. Our genes are actually altered by the viral components of the Change."
"What about the healing?" I asked, wondering why that should be any different.
"There's the true mystery. Microscopic and sub-microscopic constructs live in their millions in our bloodstreams and individual cells. They repair the gross damage."
"Little machines?" said Farrell, incredulous.
Deirdre nodded. "Precisely. Sub-microscopic machines -- albeit very simple machines -- restore us after injury." She leaned back in her chair, eyeing us intently. "You understand what this means? Something or someone created us, or at least what resides inside our bodies. We are not merely a happy accident of mutation. An actual unknown intelligence made us what we are, thousands upon thousands of years ago. The person who Changed Konrad had seen Mammoths and Wooly Rhinos."
"Space aliens," said Farrell.
"Close enough, my dear," replied Deirdre, glancing at her watch and frowning. "It looks as though my other tales shall have to wait until another time, children. Maurice should be in the office by now, and he will be frothing at the mouth to meet you." She stood, smoothing the front of her raw silk pants. "And, please, don't mention what I've told you about our blood."
The problem with answers is that they don't always match your questions, they only spawn more questions. Clearly Deirdre didn't share all her information with her employer, and just as obviously she had an agenda which I would bet she was now altering to include Farrell and me. How sharp is sharp after two thousand years of life? Easy answer to that one -- damned sharp.
When Deirdre paused to sign the chit at the cash register, nearly all the men in the place paused with her, except one kid in an end booth who was well into an advanced mating ritual with a girl who looked about twelve. Watching all the male interest, Farrell and I were both pretty tickled. Deirdre saw our amusement as she handed Sheryl the restaurant's portion of the receipt, and once we were back on the sidewalk, she spoke.
"I see you noticed the testosterone saturation level. Every cowboy in Lake County and the horse he rode in on wants to 'get to know' me, I presume in the biblical sense, without any layers of clothing interposed between our bodies. More meaningful and intimate, don't you know."
"Do you know who you just sounded like?" asked Farrell, laughing.
"Farrell," I said, "Don't."
But Deirdre laughed with her. "John, wasn't it? I remember now." Whimsy drifted into her voice. "He did use that phrase frequently. 'Don't you know.'" She shook her head, then took our hands in hers as we walked. "I'm glad you two appeared. Oft-times humanity eludes we older Changed."
We crossed Highway 395 in silence. Looking down at Deirdre's calm golden features, through the long lashes veiling those drowning pool eyes, I reflected on just how much humanity actually remained inside that round skull. Enough to get us through the next few hours, I hoped.
At least we hadn't skipped across the highway, like we were in some frigging sit-com. That was a plus. If Deirdre was acting, she at least knew enough not to over-do it.
As we approached the Birnbaum building, Deirdre glanced off into the parking lot. "Maurice is here. His truck's in his space. I'll bet he quizzed Marlene about that military thing you arrived in. It must have given him a turn or two."
She squeezed our hands again. "And let me do the talking."
The receptionist was still in place when we walked into the lobby. She and Deirdre smiled at one another.
"Is Mr. Birnbaum expecting us, Marlene?" said Deirdre.
"Oh, my, yes, Ms. Konrad. He was all excited when I told him about these young ladies."
Deirdre nodded. "Good. We'll go right on up." She led us down a central hallway to the elevator, pushing the single button. The doors hissed open on a cubicle of brushed stainless steel and hardwoods exactly matching those in the entrance and lobby.
"He doesn't skimp, does he?" said Farrell, running her fingers over the smooth oiled finish of the wood surrounding the control panel.
"No," replied Deirdre, pushing the fourth floor button, her eyes twinkling with what I suspected was anticipation. "Maurice understands perfectly the art of impressive packaging. He has had long practice at it, which is an excellent reason why he will quickly accept the two of you. You are impressively packaged."
"You're not so bad yourself," Farrell replied, a small grin playing over her lips.
Deirdre grimaced as the elevator ascended. "Thank you. Excuse me if I seem somewhat bitter on that subject. In my early years, my features cost me my family, my first love, and my homeland, in that order. Not that my life has been all negative -- far from it -- but it would have been much different had I not been so favored physically. Likely I'd be old dust on the winds of time. No Konrad and no Change, had I not been sent out of Ireland onto the continent so that we found one another. My beauty brought me that, at least." She looked over at me, smiling. "How long since your Change, Megan?"
"Couple of months. Why?"
"The inhabitants of our bloodstreams modify our bodies, as you know. Intensely in the first days, more slowly after that, and it continues, I think, always. If you compare a picture of you taken prior to the Change to one taken a year or so after, you will see a noticeable increase in symmetry. For the first time, the genetic blueprint is realized
perfectly. Had I known you before, the alterations thus far would be obvious." Her gaze shifted to Farrell. "How long for you, darkling?"
"Ten days."
"Oh, my, and you look like this already. Megan is quite fortunate!"
This time, Farrell and I both blushed.
When the elevator arrived at the fourth floor, Deirdre pushed the 'door closed' button, and turned to look up at us.
"Before we see Maurice, I need to say a few things. First -- again -- let me do most of the talking. He will not sense your connection to me; he is not old enough to have puzzled that fact out for himself, and Tremaine hasn't told him. He is, by the way, Tremaine's. He is not her creature, however. Don't make the mistake of thinking that, particularly after you meet her. But neither is she his. They exist in an uneasy symbiosis. Each protects the other. He gives her a comfortable base of operations and secure haven. She makes his way smooth. Second, I shall explain to Maurice about Eddie, and how you two ferreted us out after Eddie's tragic demise. I think you will know when to speak and what to say." She released the button, the doors silently opened, and we stepped out into another hallway of expensive carpet and rich woods.
"When he tells you what he envisions as a future for the Changed," cautioned Deirdre, "his ultimate dream will seem quite surprising." The look she gave us was deadly serious. "You should know that I agree with him completely, and that his proposed future is why I am here. I want you two to be a part of it. Please listen to him carefully and consider what his plan offers." We nodded, not knowing what else to do.
Deirdre didn't bother to truly knock on the thick, dark panels of the double door at the end of the short hallway. Her knuckles only brushed the wooden surface as she shoved the doors open and strode purposefully into the room. She flung her arms wide, encompassing us, standing alongside her. "Maurice, meet Megan Connolly and Farrell Gray, the future of the Genesis 6 Project."
The desk he sat behind was the perfect size for the room, not so large as to be ostentatious, not small enough to be dwarfed by its surroundings. Like the building and everything else inside, that elegant piece of furniture said something about the smiling brown-haired man in jeans and sports coat who leapt up and walked around it to shake our hands.
That 'something' was calculation, and its siblings cause and effect. As Deirdre had said, Maurice Birnbaum understood packaging.
His eyes were a dark, lustrous brown, no wrinkles framing them, and his tan was moderate, exactly right for a man who remembered working with his hands but no longer did so. Half-a-head shorter than us, his energy and interest overrode his stature. I was ready for his fervor. I wasn't prepared for the lilt in his speech, until I remembered his half-Irish background.
"My God! You have brought me giantesses, Deirdre. Welcome, my girls." He slapped himself on the forehead. "Och, I mean 'ladies,' or should it be 'Lieutenants'?" He straighted up and saluted, then ran the fingers of his hand through the short hair on his grey temples. "Please forgive an old man for being carried away by momentary excitement. It's not every day kindred souls such as yourselves appear on our doorstep. Is that not correct, Deirdre?"
Her answering smile was sardonic. "Very true, Maurice, but you've likely guessed they're not here accidentally. Are you, ladies?"
"No sir," I said. "We came to apologize for Eddie Martin." His eyebrows went up a couple of notches.
"And to offer our services," said Farrell, before he could answer.
Birnbaum stepped back a pace or two, examining us more carefully, seeing us now not as partners or just another exploitable resource, but as a possible danger. Big cubs, maybe, but big claws, too. His gaze slid off my freckled apple-pie looks and lingered on Farrell.
"You killed Eddie?" he said to her, finally. "No, sir, it was me," I said. "Grenades. Eddie tried to kill me, so I responded in kind a few hours later. He didn't succeed -- I did."
He blinked, taken aback.
"And," I continued, "we found your name and Deirdre's on a scrap of paper stuck inside his address book, so we came snooping." No Changed, of course, would ever need an address book, but I was betting that Birnbaum had one, and leather-bound at that.
Farrell chimed in. "Deirdre was kind enough to fill in some of the blanks."
Birnbaum looked away for a few seconds, then back at us, massaging the back of his neck with one hand as he spoke.
"I'm equally sorry about Eddie," he said. "We assumed that it was simple luck that he was able to be killed, much as what happened with Bogard. My mistake with Eddie was to confuse age with wisdom and common sense, when most evidence indicated otherwise. I wanted to believe that, like a rebellious child, he would eventually see the error of his ways." Birnbaum shrugged. "But he never did. His loss is not crippling, and might even be better now than a few years away when the Genesis 6 Project is being implemented. Ironically, Eddie's death has brought you to our doorstep."
He stepped back, his smile almost paternal as he examined us. We were the new and current future. The memory of Eddie was already fading, checked off the leaderboard of the Changed. Which brought Maurice Birnbaum to us.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
"If I may ask," he said, his careful scrutiny over. He walked back around to his own chair while motioning us to the chairs arrayed in front of his desk, "how did you acquire the Change? Was it the military?"
"A good guess," said Farrell, when we were seated. She thinks of herself as a better liar than me. "You understand that we really can't tell you about our unit or operations. Let's just say that our talents are utilized fully."
"Ah," Birnbaum replied, nodding. "My imagination can readily supply additional information." His gaze sharpened, and he leaned forward. "Eddie, I would hope, was not an object of interest to the military. Do your superiors know about his connection to me?"
Farrell laughed. "Our superiors don't know precisely what we are, or that Eddie even existed."
"We were doing a surveillance favor for the Deschutes County Sheriff," I said. "It wasn't a military operation. Eddie decided to have a little fun with me, and I figured it wouldn't be prudent to let him walk."
"I understand," Birnbaum said, nodding again, allowing a small amount of relief to show on his features. Another actor, I thought, half-expecting him to trot out a Bible so we could all swear eternal chumship.
Deirdre broke into the silence. "Perhaps Megan and Farrell would like some tea, Maurice. Why don't you phone down to Marlene and have her send some up?" He beamed warmly, as skilled as Deirdre at making people feel at ease. His wide smile and gracious manner in no way masked the alertness in his eyes, though, and the brain behind them must have been going a mile a minute.
Within five minutes, a tall crewcut guy about our age appeared with a silver tea tray and service. He looked Farrell and me over casually but carefully as he arranged things on the desktop, and when he bent over, I saw a small wear strip on the left shoulder of his well-starched white shirt. So Maurice Birnbaum employed people who a least occasionally wore shoulder holsters. Interesting. Ever the gracious host, naturally, Birnbaum introduced us.
"Lieutenant Connolly, Lieutenant Gray, this is Adam Kleinschrod. Adi, you may see these young ladies regularly in the future." He shot us a smile made up of equal parts hope and certainty, then continued. "Provided that I succeed in convincing them to come into our employment, of course." I noticed that everything the man said about the business referred to a communal effort, with everyone in the traces pulling together for mutual benefit.
Kleinschrod bowed slightly to each of us as he shook our hands, practically clicking his heels together. "My pleasure, ladies," he said, his English Brit-accented over a broad German base, and his pale blue eyes measuring us all the while. When the door closed on his back, Birnbaum went on.
"Adi and his year-older brother Horst were high school exchange students here in Lakeview. When they stayed on to attend Oregon State University, the company provided scholarships, and then found places for them after graduation. We all have benefited." As he talked, I looked over his shoulder and examined the trio of plaques on the wall behind his desk, the only evidence of anything personal in the room.
One was from the Oregon Cattleman's Association, not unusual in Lake County, where cattle provided seventy percent of business revenues. The second and third were the Irish- American Foundation and United Jewish Appeal. Each had the usual short blather about donations and support, and Birnbaum Enterprises was engraved above its founder's in name every instance.
When the tea was poured and safely in our hands, our host leaned back in his chair and took a long, slow drink, savoring the hot liquid, his eyes closed in pleasure for a few moments.
"Ahhh!" he said, visibly relaxing, or appearing to do so, his eyes open and alert once more. "Would you like to see the initial promotional tape for our Genesis 6 Project? It provides a far better introduction than can I."
Farrell and I both nodded, and Birnbaum trooped us all into a small auditorium across the hall. Deirdre smiled her enigmatic smile and winked at us as we arranged ourselves and our cups and saucers on the plush seats. She'd seen it all before. Without any fanfare or words, Birnbaum dimmed the lights and started the projection unit in the center aisleway. In the reduced lighting, his face took on a messianic appearance.
The screen filled with fire, hot white in the center, blue toward the edges, orange on the very edges. A subdued roar came from the multitude of speakers. Words appeared.
The Nephilim were in the earth in those days
-- and also afterward -- when the sons of God went
to the daughters of men and had children by them.
They were the heroes of old, men of renown.
--Genesis 6:4
The words faded away, replaced by large black capitals.
THE GENESIS 6 PROJECT
The presentation was obviously computer animation of a very advanced and expensive sort, since nothing we saw existed outside of the minds and models of countries interested in the future exploration and exploitation of outer space. Even though I knew what I watched didn't really exist, it was still gloriously breathtaking.
Colors changed and shifted on the screen, freeze-framing, the white-hot center growing smaller, the periphery contracting to reveal the exhaust of a rocket engine, then shrinking still further to a complete ship -- a stubby-winged spaceplane, the extended wings drawing in now as it left the atmosphere. The letters disappeared, leaving only the sleek ship burning into airless space, frame by frame by frame, to dock alongside the wheels within wheels of a giant gleaming station.
In the distance, beyond the station and its attendant swarm of ships and tiny suited figures, lay a huge nickel-iron asteroid, its surface pocked by eons of collisions. Actinic laser fires burned in some of the craters. Zooming in, the camera revealed dozens of solar-powered smelters, rivers of molten iron, giant steel ingots, and mass-drivers hurling metal-crammed winged robot cargo landers into orbit around the blue planet below.
The soundtrack had no dialogue, only Wagnerian music most suitable for the occasion.
We got the full tour of mankind's first steps into the commercial use of off-planet resources. Monster power satellites, towers of crystal growing in high-roofed zero- gravity laboratories, pharmaceuticals mixing in countless spheres of glass, and metal alloys probably unheard of in the deep gravity well of Earth. To say it took my breath away was an understatement.
Then the scene segued into a game something like volleyball, blues against the reds, except that the net extended from floor to ceiling inside a glass-walled box, the audience watching from outside, clinging to suction-cupped rods affixed to the glass. There were holes scattered around in the net, each maybe eighteen inches in diameter, their peripheries different colors. The object was to get the ball through a hole into the other team's court -- simple enough, it seemed. Not so easy in practice, hard to change direction in zero-gee, ricocheting around inside the huge glass cube. The ebb and flow of attacker, defender, and ball was swift and disorienting. Plus the strobe action of the camera, with its sudden shifts, made following the game difficult. The teams seemed to be made up of equal numbers of men and women, though everybody's hair was maybe a half-inch long, which made gender identification a bit iffy.
The camera went into close-up on a lanky, muscular, red-haired woman, who slammed the ball through a green-bordered hole with real ferocity, a triumphant grin on her face. The camera went closer, then closer. Her bare mid-section filled the screen.
She had no navel.
Changed.
Other abdomens blinked onto the screen for
split-seconds, different skin-tones, none with navels.
All Changed.
Ohmigod.
A swell of horns and drums, and the screen went black, leaving only silence and darkness. Birnbaum began to speak, his voice echoing in the small room.
"We are the Nephilim, the children of the Gods. We will not suffer the effects of weightlessness, the loss of calcium, the disruption of bodily function. We shall conquer the Solar System, and then the stars." He paused, his voice growing softer and more seductive.
"Join us."
The lights came up. Birnbaum sat facing us on a small table, smiling, his hands folded in his lap, silent. He'd been watching us during the entire clip, trying to gauge our reaction.
Deirdre's almost-smirk had mutated into a calculated grin of inquiry.
"That was the best computer-generated live-action I've ever seen, and I would guess the ball's in our court," said Farrell, looking more serious than she sounded.
Birnbaum only smiled and nodded.
"Are you sure about the zero-gee response?" I asked Deirdre.
"Virtually certain," she replied. "Of course, there will have to be on-site tests and studies, all very clandestine, but we think that only the Changed can truly tolerate a weightless existence indefinitely." Her green eyes willed me to remember the countless viroidal cells and little mechanical builders swimming and crawling in our cellular and blood fluids. The ones Birnbaum didn't know about. Were we built for outer space, then, given bodies designed for zero-gee? Was that our purpose?
"How soon?" I asked.
"Five years on the outside. Maurice has sunk every spare penny into the Project, lined up private investors, the Japanese will build the ships -- they understand the commercial applications completely, and they're quite close to first flight on something resembling the United States' own Delta Clipper -- the newest engines are currently being tested. The launch site and landing will be on one of their northern islands."
"When will you take over the station?" asked Farrell.
Birnbaum laughed. "Gradually, very gradually, creating more and more Changelings, until the station personnel and flight crews are totally Changed, united under our vision of the future of mankind -- our future and our mankind."
"How will you prevent routine body fluid tests and cell studies on returning personnel?" I asked.
Birnbaum laughed again, less pleasantly. "When one pays the piper, one calls the tune."
"We have considerable time to arrange things," said Deirdre. "Being what we are, a long view is quite feasible. Maurice leaves from the ranch tomorrow at sundown to meet in Portland with the Japanese side. If things go well, then a longer meeting will be scheduled at the ranch." Again, a silent message seemed to appear in her eyes, and I wondered for the third or fourth time just what the hell side she was on.
Her own, for sure, but beyond that -- hard to say.
Whatever. It didn't matter. Tomorrow evening we would destroy a dream.




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
The moment the red-haired woman's bare abdomen flashed on the screen, Farrell had grabbed my right wrist and still clung to it with a grip like a steel band. When the video ended, I shook her loose and massaged my wrist, trying to look aggrieved. She gave me an apologetic grin, whispered, "Sorry, Megs, got carried away," then turned back to Deirdre and Birnbaum. "We won't be able to spring free of the Army for at least three years, and even then, they'll be reluctant to let us go. If this were a military venture, it might be possible to cut a deal, but private enterprise…"
"Are your duties so special, then?" Deirdre asked.
"Yes," I answered, "and probably always will be. The easiest way to get out in less than three will be to get killed, or screw up so bad that they throw us out in disgust." I didn't mention the other 'don't ask, don't tell.' That was pretty much currently ignored by Department of Defense. Besides, what we do is so secret that the Pentagon likely wouldn't give a rip about our personal life.
"Neither death nor screwing up are good options," said Farrell.
"Establish a time for the beginning of training," I said, "and we'll start sorting through the methods of getting discharged. The three years is solid, though. That can't be altered."
"But you will join us?" said Birnbaum. Much of his ingratiating demeanor had vanished; his vision had taken hold of him. It was as though he was sitting in a shadow, looking out at us sitting in the light. Deirdre smoothly stepped into the conversational hole.
"Who could resist, Maurice? Worlds of discovery, splendor, and wealth. No dream, no matter how all-encompassing, could possibly contain the future we can create. Our blood holds the key to the Universe."
Farrell and I grinned at each other and nodded.
"We'll do it," said Farrell, and I agreed.
The shadow behind Birnbaum's eyes lifted, and the affable, canny ruralite returned. It was like watching Jack Palance morph into Jimmy Stewart. But the fires of greed and the lust for power had shown themselves for a few hard seconds, and I knew John's solution was the only practical one. Deirdre's enthusiasm complicated things more than I wanted to consider, as did John's understandable interest in her. If she got between John and Birnbaum, would John be able to whack her? Would Farrell or I? Hell, I liked her a lot, and I could tell Farrell thought she was hot. And Tremaine, our little biker-drainer -- no favorite of Deirdre's, probably with good reason -- could complicate things even more.
"This isn't the tape you show potential investors like the Japanese, is it?" asked Farrell.
"Most is identical," said Birnbaum, "except the quote from Genesis and the obviously Changed players, whose navels are quite normal in the tape we usually show. Deirdre suggested making what you just saw, on the off-chance that we stumbled upon other Changed."
Deirdre smiled demurely, lifting her cup to us in salute.
"Now, Maurice," she said, almost coyly, "don't you think Megan and Farrell should go out to the ranch and meet Tremaine? After all, they'll be working with her in the future."
"An excellent suggestion," Birnbaum replied, sliding off the table and gesturing up the steep aisleway to the exit, "but first let us go into my private office and have a small toast in celebration of our agreement." He shooed us out of the auditorium, then led us down the hall to a normal-sized doorway set into the right wall, just beside the large doors of the more public office where we'd first met him.
I doubted that many outsiders got into Birnbaum's private office, which was a lot more personal place. Pictures of groups of middle-aged white guys in various civic settings covered the wall behind the medium-sized teak desk. Two small framed photographs sat on the desk top; we were on the back sides of those, so I couldn't see them, but I promised myself that I would. None of the wall pictures were of Birnbaum by himself, and he was generally off to one side in them, small enough to be unobtrusive. The man sure didn't seem to crave the limelight. Before I could begin to study the people in the photographs, though, Birnbaum went into host mode, busily dragging an oddly-shaped bottle and tiny crystal glasses out of a teak cabinet, tipping and pouring.
"A pity, really," he said, "that alcohol itself affects the Changed so little. Although the heightened sense of taste more than makes up for that, and this is a fine Schnapps from eastern Franconia." He handed around half-filled glasses, smiling with pleasure, completely in his element. He lifted his glass. We did the same. "Here's to our two new members," he said, and we clinked traditionally.
The Schnapps flowed down smoothly, as clear and sharp as a mountain stream in the Steigerwald. This was the first alcohol besides Black Jack, a few glasses of wine, and the occasional beer that I'd drunk since I Changed. Schnapps is different. Birnbaum was right; our improved sense of taste more than made up for the shortened alcohol hit, and the spreading warmth still filled my stomach. He smacked his lips appreciatively.
"As much as I enjoy a good stout or lager, nothing can compare with a Schnapps." Seeing our empty glasses, he turned back to the cabinet, his smile conspiratorial. I slid off to the side of the desk, picking up the nearest brass frame. A solemn little boy wearing a wool jacket and knickers looked back at me.
"Is this you?" I asked, grinning at Birnbaum as he brought out the square bottle of Schnapps.
"Yes, it is," he answered, shaking his head and chuckling while refilling our glasses. "A serious little fellow, eh?"
"Sure is," said Farrell, examining the picture. I picked up the other frame.
"May I?" I said to Birnbaum, before actually looking at it.
"Of course." He shrugged. "It's my parents' wedding day. Not very interesting, I'm afraid."
But it was. The man seated in the passenger side of the wedding party's car's front seat was no longer Adolf Hitler, but this was clearly the identical photograph reproduced in John's book, only with much more detail. With that all- important digital editing altering der Fuhrer's face.
"You look a lot like your father," I said, handing the picture to Farrell, whose eyebrows promptly lifted.
"Yes," Birnbaum chuckled, glancing at the photograph, "poor old gentleman. Torn between his native Germany and his Irish wife. We moved to Ireland in 1933, after Hitler came to power. My father was at least wise enough to see some sort of handwriting on the wall, but he agonized over his homeland's fate until he died." Birnbaum actually managed to look agonized himself, as he uttered the words.
'You lying sack of Nazi shit,' I wanted to scream, but, of course I didn't. Instead I smiled and shook my head in sad agreement. And any vamp worth their salt could have seen Farrell's shoulders tense up slightly the moment she realized that our suspicions were confirmed, that the Martin Bormann in the picture she held was standing not ten feet from her. He'd been watching me, didn't notice her, and she'd relaxed an instant later. Deirdre had to have seen Farrell's reaction, but I was beyond trying to guess where Deirdre's head was at. Like it or not, we were in seat-of-the-pants territory all the way to the finish.
Farrell set the brass-framed picture back down on the desk, and looked at her watch. "If we're gonna get back to Bend at a decent hour, Megs, we should probably get a move on."
"Of course," said Birnbaum, taking our glasses and placing them on the sideboard. "Deirdre will give you directions to the ranch and brief you on Tremaine." He shook our hands vigorously again, accompanied the three of us to the elevator, and stood beaming paternally as the door closed.
"Was I right?" asked Deirdre, looking smug.
"Maybe," said Farrell.
"Let's hope," I said.
"Oh, my. Such little skeptics you two are! Believe me, Maurice was as happy as I've ever seen him. He thought you were wonderful. Were you truly as impressed as you seemed?"
Deirdre's question, tacked onto the end of those positive phrases, was anything but casual. I forced myself to keep my eyes straight ahead before answering.
"It's a big dream," I said, hoping Farrell would dive in with something more committed while I gathered my thoughts. Always quick on the uptake, she did.
"I wanta do that volleyball game," she said. "Cram the ball down Megs' throat, listen to her squawk." She nudged me with an elbow, grinning her cheerful predator's grin.
Deirdre chuckled appreciatively. "The pair of you will be a worthy match for Tremaine. A pity I won't be there to see it -- this first time."
"What's the story on Tremaine?" said Farrell.
"I'll tell you what I can in the parking lot," Deirdre replied, as the elevator door opened. She ushered us back into the reception area.
We said our goodbyes to Marlene, who hoped she would see us again real soon, and this time she barely reacted when the little light changed color on her desk. Apparently we were solidly in the club.
Deirdre rested an elbow on the canvas roof of the Hummer as we belted up, watching us and smiling. We must be performing adequately so far, doing what was expected of us, good little pawns on Deirdre's ever-shifting chessboard. Was I getting to be a cynic!
Farrell looked expectantly at Deirdre. "So, what about Tremaine?"
"As I mentioned earlier, she's in charge of security, she does the job very well, and what you see is precisely what she is. She will make no attempts to ingratiate herself with you, and you should expect her to be rather harsh. Bogard was constantly at loggerheads with her; he always expected some benevolence in her motivation, some vulnerability. She has none, so he was continually frustrated. She has no interest outside her immediate needs. Do not be seduced by her directness; do not let her turn you to her mindset. Not that I expect she could, but be warned."
"'The dark side of the Force,' huh?" said Farrell.
Deirdre's face was as grim as granite. "I have never been more serious, my daughters."
"Okay," replied Farrell, reaching into the jockey box and pulling out a map of Lake County. She held it across to Deirdre, marking where the Birnbaum ranch was with one forefinger. "This where we're headed?"
"Yes, take Highway 140 to Adel, then head north. Drive until you can see Plush up ahead, then take a left up the wide asphalt road that rises toward the Rim. The house is large enough you won't be able to miss it. I'll phone ahead to alert Tremaine. Horst Kleinshrod will probably be waiting for you. He'll take you to Tremaine." She handed Farrell a slip of paper. "This is my private line. Call me when you leave the ranch; I'll meet you in the City Park. I'll try to answer your questions."
"We'll have questions?" asked Farrell.
"You'll have questions," Deirdre replied, her voice flat, devoid of inflection.
I quirked an eyebrow at her. "How are we going to react to Tremaine?"
One corner of Deirdre's perfect mouth twitched. "You'll want to kill her."
On that happy note, I put the Hummer in reverse and backed out of the space, then slipped it into drive and pulled onto the street. Deirdre's serious expression never softened as we drove off, even though we all waved and smiled.
"Why am I getting a bad feeling about this Tremaine, Farrell?" I asked, pulling around an enormous riding lawnmower whose elderly mahout peered at us suspiciously from under a tan baseball cap with 'Calf Suck' on its front. Couldn't really blame him for glaring, I guess. Probably didn't get passed by two vampires in a Hummer every day.
"If I were you, Megs, I'd worry about just where Deirdre fits into the projected schedule of events, and cross Tremaine when we come to her."
We were back on Highway 395 now, firmly lodged behind a cattle truck going to market. Passive cow faces regarded us curiously from between the wooden slats. Aggressive cow odors drifted in our open windows.
"True enough," I agreed. "In the Deirdre legend, when her tormentor Conchobhar Mac Nessa, the King of Ulster, lies an invalid, struck down by a brain ball, she comes to his bedside and gains her revenge."
"What in hell is a 'brain ball?'"
"A mixture of brains and lime, rolled into a ball and allowed to harden, then thrown in a sling."
"Clever people, the Irish, to find a use for those extra brains you all seem to have. Do I dare ask who did the slinging?"
I laughed. "'Conall of the Victories.' The sling was purportedly magical. Conchobhar lingered for some time, the brain ball lodged in his skull, then had a stroke when Deirdre, still young and beautiful, appeared to him one dark night and taunted him."
"He stroked? Jeez, Megs, what kind of a hero's end is that?"
"What can I say, Gray? I mean, in the story, the brain ball exploded, but she told John that she was certain it was really a stroke."
"So Conchobhar's last mortal sight was of the woman he'd wanted since the moment he first saw her, standing beside his bed, laughing at him?"
I nodded. "Yeah, pretty much."
"Shit. And she had to have seen the look on my face when I saw Bormann's wedding picture."
"You're right, but I don't think he did."
We were past the cattle truck and beyond the north edge of Lakeview, heading toward the junction with Highway 140 and the hookup with the road to Plush, at the other end of Warner Canyon. Farrell cradled her chin in one hand, rubbing her upper lip with a forefinger. "So Deirdre knows, or at least suspects, that we mean her boss no good, but she's going along with it so she can see him go down."
"Or," I said, shaking my head, "she intends to take all of us out at once. Chances are Birnbaum has some maximum firepower out at the ranch, and they'll be waiting for us."
"But not this first visit," said Farrell. "She'll try to find out when we get back to Lakeview if we're going to move tomorrow night. That's when they'll do it."
"Shit, Farrell," I replied as I swung the Hummer to the right onto Highway 140, "Deidre has no idea what kind of ordnance we have! Birnbaum and company are not likely to have something that can take on that grenade-thrower Zemansky lent us, let alone a fully-armed AH-64B Apache with Jane Tomlinson running the weapons systems."
"Yeah, and it makes no sense to send us out to El Rancho Birnbaum, let us stroll around and re-con the place, then turn us loose to come back at our leisure and blow the shit out of everything. You're right, Megs. Deirdre's got an agenda."




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Farrell sank down in the thin cushions of the Hummer's seat, still rubbing her lip as she watched the rapid blue waters of Camas Creek hurtling down the floor of the canyon through which the road threaded. The flat grass and alkali of the old lake bed had given way to increasingly dense stands of ponderosa pine interspersed with cottonwood nearer the water. I felt better just seeing the thick golden and tan trunks of the ponderosa, just like the trees around our house by Smith Rock. That little touch of home somehow made impending death more removed.
A few miles later, the canyon broke out into Warner Valley, and I turned north at Adel. We were still fairly high up, but well below the rimrock looming to our left. Another string of sprawling lowland lakes marched out of sight off to the northeast, paralleling the road. Further east, the terrain rose through the haze into the rolling grasslands of the Hart Mountain Antelope Refuge. Other than the road we were on, the landscape looked much as it must have looked before humankind descended from the Bering Strait landbridge. Okay, there might not be any mastodons or hippos wading through the muddy shallows on the lakes' edge, but ground squirrels regularly zipped across the pavement, hawks rode the thermals up the sides of the rim, and, higher up, vultures quartered the blue sky.
Today everything was tranquil and serene. Tomorrow all hell would break loose. Thirty-six hours from now we'd either be licking our wounds and congratulating ourselves or we'd be food for prairie scavengers. Of course, some of us might be one, and some might be the other. I didn't want to think about that possibility.
But I did, of course.
"If I'm killed tomorrow night, Farrell, what will you do?"
Now she stroked her chin thoughtfully. "Will there be enough left for years of rituals? I'd like that. Maybe put a couple of finger bones in my amulet bag. And if John gets popped, Deirdre will have to be consoled." She looked sideways at my open-mouthed amazement. "What's the matter, Megs? Was that a trick question?"
"Damn you, Gray! You get up from my cooling corpse and go console frigging Deirdre?"
"I'd need to be consoled too. You'd mind at that point?"
"No, asshole, I mind now!"
Her teasing smile approached maximum width, then faded away. She gently rested her left hand on my right thigh. "Well, dear, when you told me that night in the hospital that we'd be together forever, I believed you. I still do." Her grin returned. "Besides, I don't think Deirdre and I will be consoling one another anytime soon. I just can't deal with her skin."
"Her skin? Shit, Gray, her skin is beautiful."
Farrell's left hand slid over my thigh, then dipped effortlessly between my legs. The Hummer veered to the left slightly as my arms jerked the wheel, then compensated.
"Yeah, her skin's okay, I guess. The problem is, she doesn't have any freckles that I can try to lick off. I'm really addicted to those damn things."
"Farrell, don't say stuff like that."
"About the freckles?"
"No, about me being dead, and you moving on."
"For shit's sake, Megs, you brought it up." Her hand was still delving insistently in my crotch.
"Well, I'm sorry I mentioned it, and you probably should quit doing that if I'm going to look halfway professional when we meet our new buds at the ranch."
"No problemo, Megs. The air's so dry up here, things'll be fine by the time we get there. 'Course, your pants might be a little crusty, chafe some, but don't you think I'm worth it?"
What was I supposed to do? I laughed. "You are definitely worth it, my love. You are worth almost anything, and, if you get me going any more, you'll find out. Just now might not be the best time, is all."
She removed the probing hand from its play area, crossed her arms and pretended to sulk. "You know how I hate rejection," she whined.
"This isn't rejection, dear," I said primly. "There's a time and a place for sex. This is neither."
"Maybe you're right, Megs," she said, nodding reluctantly. "And maybe I'm just used to being the one who starts things. Since I've Changed and we're together, you've been mostly making the first move."
"Making up for lost time would be more like it, Farrell. I was blind to what we should have had, and now I'm rushing to catch up."
She relaxed back into her seat, smiling in satisfaction. "Hold that thought, okay, Megs?"
"Hey, Gray, I've already picked out a little knoll at Christmas Valley for us to sit under the stars on tonight. Get yourself ready."
We crested what had been a gradual rise in the road, and the town of Plush appeared off in the far distance, squatting in isolation amidst a few sparse poplars and cottonwoods, corrals around the outskirts, still looking like the dusty little cattle settlement it had been for over a century. If we'd passed Marshall Dillon heading into town on a chestnut gelding as tall and lean as its rider, I wouldn't have been surprised. Hart Lake spread out to our right, sprawling to the north, Anderson Lake beyond it.
The Birnbaum ranch's asphalt drive intersected the road abruptly from the left, catching me by surprise, heading upslope between two seriously large chunks of lava with brass letter 'B's set into the stone. "Here we go, Farrell," I said, swinging the Hummer onto the black, smooth surface before glancing at her. Her dark features were closed, her expression focused and introspective.
"You got your race face on, Farrell. You that worried?"
"Naah." She shook her head. "Just want to cut down on the number of questions versus the number of answers."
"I know what you mean. Tremaine is the last piece of the puzzle, plus whatever we can find out about their operation for John's program."
We sat in silence as the Hummer worked up through the gears. The driveway wasn't that steep, but the asphalt meandered all over the hillside in long, sweeping curves that provided breath-taking vistas of Warner Valley. It had clearly been designed that way, another Birnbaum touch. Even though the air seemed still, fitful dust devils danced merrily over the road in the rising heat of noon's approach.
The 'house,' as Deirdre had called it, sat in a fairly flat place, about a hundred yards out from the base of the second, steeper level of rimrock, right on the edge of a small canyon with a rushing stream. The banks of the stream and the slopes of the canyon were pine-covered, mostly ponderosa, with a few smaller lodgepole nearer the water.
More ponderosa flanked the structure itself. From orbit it had been impressive; from on-site it was majestic, dominating the landscape without overpowering it, a pretty nifty trick for architecture on this scale. The towering trees helped reduce the house's apparent size somewhat, but it was still tall, probably three stories.
We came around the final curve, a right-hander, followed by a long straight stretch, affording us a perfect view of the huge building. It sat east-west on its long axis, the ends giant equilateral triangles of native stone, some kind of igneous rock denser than regular central Oregon lava. Three thick, stone pillars held up the hundred-foot metal-roofed span connecting the endpieces, a long balcony hanging below and a bit behind the eaves at what seemed to be the third floor. The overall impression was of a modern ski lodge, with a European flavor. As we tried to absorb everything at once, the driveway crossed the burbling stream on a wide stone bridge.
"How many square feet, Farrell?" I asked.
"Twelve-fifteen thousand, anyway. Main level's at least five thousand. There's probably some sort of basement or bomb shelter, and a tunnel or two for escape purposes, or maybe connecting to the underground processing center."
I snorted. "You pretty sure there's an underground processing center, huh, Farrell?"
"Well, that's how I'd do it, and everybody knows how paranoid elderly Nazis are. I'll bet all the heating ducts are really big, too, so you can crawl around from room to room and area to area."
"Get real, Gray."
She shrugged. "Okay, cancel the heating ducts, but my money's on the tunnels." Her face radiated total approval as she examined the Birnbaum holdings. She whistled.
"When do we sign the adoption papers, I wonder?"
I kept my voice low. "There may well be some structural changes in our surroundings within the next day-and-a-half, Gray. You projected inheritance may be significantly reduced."
She nodded, lips pursed. "Don't you just fucking bet."
As we talked, the Hummer crested the drive and I pulled into an asphalt parking area big enough for twenty vehicles, easy. A low stone wall encircled the parking, stretching from the entry drive to the southeast corner of the house. Off the driveway, a side road continued up to what we presumed was the processing center, which was partially visible through the trees. All the undergrowth had been cleared downslope below the wall around the lot, and the trees had been limbed up, so the view down into the valley was awe-inspiring. All in all, it was a spectacular lash-up. I parked the Hummer right in front of the main entrance, a set of ten-foot-high double doors at the end of a fifteen-foot sidewalk bordered by another low wall. Low- growing high desert plants filled the area between the parking and the house, their pungent waxy scents mingling with the sharper pine smell.
After climbing out of the rig, we paused to get oriented. The processing building was northwest of the house, and the road to the helipad headed upstream to the west, paralleling the creek. We couldn't see the helipad, of course, but it had to be tucked into some horizontal shelf near the top of the rim. A stone-walled, metal-roofed garage adequate for perhaps ten cars was set into the west slope between the parking and the route to the processing center. Hands on her hips as she looked around, Farrell was still clearly impressed.
We started toward the big doors, our helmets and shades left in the Hummer's front seat. When we'd covered half the distance, one door opened, and the other Kleinshrod brother, Horst, stepped out. He wore a navy blue blazer over a light blue dress shirt, grey slacks, black loafers buffed to a high shine, and a black silk tie with a golden 'B' embroidered in its center. His lukewarm smile of welcome lasted approximately three seconds, then turned off as if a switch had been thrown. His blue eyes didn't kindle at all. Must have been on a different circuit.
"Good day," he said, bowing exactly as his brother had, "I am Horst Kleinshrod, as you must have guessed." He extended his hand. The smile reappeared, lasted through each handshake and introduction, then vanished again. He gestured at the entrance.
"Let me conduct a brief tour of the facility, then take you to Miz Tremaine," -- the smile came and went -- "who is most eager to meet you." Like Farrell had said, I could just frigging bet.
It was a day for tours, all impressive. Just inside the windows, half the main floor was a huge aggregate-floored hall. Large oriental rugs surrounded by leather chairs were scattered over the room. The mastodon I'd thought of earlier would have easily fit inside the fireplace on the north wall, and Santa, his sleigh, and eight pretty hefty reindeer could have flown down the chimney. Crossed calvary sabers adorned the front of the fireplace. Meeting rooms and kitchens occupied the remainder of that level, but the only other people we saw were a couple of cooks and a houseboy. Horst introduced us to everyone, though his manner never relaxed from painfully formal.
"Now we shall go upstairs," he said, leading us up a broad flight of wooden stairs extending from the side of the main hall. Brass railings gleamed and Native American tapestries hung from the walls of the stairwell. Some of the tapestries sported swastikas around the edges, which meant that they were pre-World War II, when such things signified good luck and a fortuitous future. Pretty gutsy of Birnbaum, too. Farrell just raised an eyebrow and shook her head.
"The second floor is mostly guest quarters, nine total," said Horst, opening several doors for the briefest of moments as we sped down the carpeted hallway. "All the rooms are on the north side of the building. The other side, as you can see, overlooks the first floor hall." He pointed toward the ceiling. "The upper story is reserved for Mister Birnbaum, Miz Konrad, and Miz Tremaine, now that Mister Bogard is gone. Access to that level is by elevator only."
We commented at what seemed appropriate intervals, until we were back downstairs, and Horst led us to the elevator, tucked away in the northwest corner of the building. He unlocked the controls and motioned us inside. Taking another key, he inserted it in the panel, rotated it ninety degrees. The elevator descended, which brought an 'I told you so' look from Farrell when it opened onto a well-lit hallway with concrete floor, walls, and ceiling. The predicted tunnel, a hundred yards long if I counted my paces correctly, ending at another keyed steel door with a recognition pad. Horst thumbed the pad, unlocked the door, and we stepped into a much bigger hallway whose echo characteristics indicated it was part of a larger structure. The processing center, no doubt.
"Ms. Tremaine's office is this way," he said, glancing at his watch with a nervous look as he set off down the hall, his expression the first sign of anything deviating from his iron politeness.
The sound of distant voices and throbbing machinery floated through the air, and we passed what had to be the break room. Voices came clearly from behind the door, ordinary conversation and laughter.
By the time we reached Security, which had a window of metal-reinforced glass alongside the steel entry door, beads of sweat covered Horst's upper lip, and his movements weren't quite as precise as earlier. Tremaine apparently exerted her authority in ways that must be sudden and definite. Horst opened the door.
Tremaine was seated behind a metal desk, a table holding a computer terminal beside her. She didn't look up as we entered, her head bent over a sheaf of papers. We couldn't see her face, only the top of her head. Her short hair was dull black, the kind of black you see on Finns or Lapps. Her short-fingered hands and muscular arms were not as dark as Farrell's, but still pretty brown. She wore loose black jeans, and a T-shirt the same color as her skin.
Horst coughed, which was laughable. You can't sneak up on a vamp, and the slightly-sweet cinnamon smell in the room had given the occupant's nature away the instant we entered.
Tremaine raised her head, smiled, and looked at us with slanted eyes as dark a blue as the North Sea, cold and deep and unfathomable. She waved Horst off as he began to speak.
"You may go, Horst," she said, and I felt ice form around my spine at the sound of her silken voice. The door behind us shut with a solid thud. Without rising, Tremaine crossed her arms and examined us.
"My sister said you were monsters." She chuckled, and her short nose wrinkled in delight. "She was right."
Most of the blood had drained from my face, and every heartbeat seemed deafening. I couldn't move a muscle, could scarcely breathe, could only stare at this woman from my dream.
We were not the monsters.
She was.
"Nemain," I gasped.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Tremaine's smile broadened. I had caught her attention, big time.
"I'm sorry," I stammered. "I saw you…in a…dream," my face flushed now, burning hot.
"You know who I am -- or was, a long time agone," she purred, leaning forward, her eyes lighting up. "Tell me the dream."
Regaining my composure, I described the little girl under the bush, her terror, and precisely what the then-Nemain had said. Tremaine's cheer evaporated somewhat as my tale progressed. At its end, she was nearly serious.
"I can tell you the rest of it," she said slowly, displeasure flowing over her face. "The child was Seska, Lugaid's eldest daughter. That I rescued her was inadvertent, but Lugaid -- the High King -- took the king's road, viewing it as a sign of humanity. Seska, knowing my act was nothing of the kind, never forgot. Nor did I forget her. She looked rather as you do, though not so fair. Twenty or more years later, remembering the fear and absolute hatred in the child's eyes, I came for her. By then, she'd borne children herself, but was an accomplished warrior and craftswoman. Her guard was up. No matter, I thought, knowing no human could stand against one of us in close quarters and darkness."
Tremaine paused, sighing. "Blades were the weapon of choice in close combat in those times; I had never seen a crossbow, nor did I see another for centuries. Seska had, somehow, and duplicated it. She nearly killed me. The first bolt hit me square in the chest. I went out a castle window, down the wall, into the River Boyne with three quarrels in my upper body, and fled into the night. Lugaid, realizing his earlier error, pronounced a royal geas against me, and that was the end of my time in Ireland, until this century."
Tremaine sat straight, her hands resting in her lap. Her hooded gaze slid over me like a knife's feather edge. I wanted to flinch away, but forced myself to meet her eyes. "And now," she said, rising from her chair, still looking at me with half-closed eyes, "fortune has delivered Seska's descendent into my grasp." She touched her chin thoughtfully. "What shall I do with you?"
"I could tell you what I'd do," said Farrell, smirking.
Tremaine's attention quickly shifted. "You would be Farrell Gray. Deirdre mentioned your mouth." She walked by me, stopped before Farrell, inhaled deeply through her nostrils, then turned back to me, grinning nastily. "And you like bad girls, Megan Connolly."
I blushed again. Farrell started to giggle, undismayed at being called a bad girl.
Tremaine, still smiling, returned to the desk and sat on the front edge, arms crossed again. The small letters over the pocket on the front of her T-shirt read 'If You're Close Enough to Read This, You're Already Dead.'
"I'm Tremaine, as the ever-efficient Horst indicated. On paper, if there was paper, I'm Security Chief. In reality, I run the meth production." She watched our minimal response to her last words, shaking her head. "Which you knew about, I see. That little dickwad Eddie! I should thank you for removing him, even though he was the go-between with the California end of sales. Fortunately, Bogard and I cowed the Californians so completely that Eddie won't be missed. We ship, they pay. And with any luck, the world's largest crank lab will only have to run for a few more months, anyway, then Maurice will have his cash reserve."
She looked at the walls and ceiling around us. "This whole thing makes me nervous -- too big an operation and too many internal problems unrelated to production." Her expression of irritation turned into a sly grin. "Which reminds me, you're just in time to help me with one of our personnel problems."
"Personnel problems?" I asked. I was pleased with the way the conversation'd been going, with Tremaine making assumptions all over the place that made us look both intelligent and informed. And all without her questioning how we knew what we knew.
"Yes," she said, reaching in a desk drawer, and bringing out a .38 Police Special in a clip-on holster. She stuck it in her belt. "One of my underlings decided that the high pay wasn't adequate, and tried to cut some local Harley riders into our product pipeline. I eliminated the locals, and now it's Caswell's turn."
Any doubts we might have had about the identity of the KLX rider who had taken out the two Harley dudes were gone.
"How do you know it's this guy?" asked Farrell.
Tremaine laughed. "There were two locals involved. I let the second hope that he might live if he told me who our rat was. I killed him anyway, of course. Caswell -- the rat -- returned this morning after a week off. Had they been successful in highjacking the product, I doubt he would have turned up today. They would have had five hundred pounds of high-grade crank, minimum. And plans, perhaps, to acquire more." She opened the door. "Let's go. We'll see how tough you are."
We headed back down the hall, Tremaine leading, giving me an opportunity to scope her out some more. She was stockier through the upper body than either of us, a solid hundred-forty or more on about five-seven, like we'd figured when we saw her on the rim. She moved as smoothly as mercury on a tabletop. I supposed we all moved well, a kind of innate vamp efficiency, but Tremaine was ancient, and the cumulative changes had left their mark. What seemed in Deirdre to be a perfect accompaniment to her beauty, was, in Tremaine, a threatening grace, a sort of death-swagger. And if you looked in her eyes, as my grandmother would say, 'you could hear the spades digging your grave.'
We'd covered about half the distance back to the breakroom when Tremaine abruptly said, "Deirdre said neither of you'd been Changed long, Connolly. Gray has fed, but you haven't, yet you killed Eddie, albeit with grenades. You aren't one of those pure ones like Maurice, are you?"
"Too many people around," I replied, thinking fast.
Tremaine nodded. "It's always more pleasurable when we can pick our times, like any other meal. Hurry-up is only for damage repair. Still, Changed blood may taste different. Pity you didn't find out." Her lupine grin flashed on. "Wish I'd been there."
"You can tell if one of us has fed?" Farrell asked.
"The first time only," said Tremaine. "I know you've fed once or more, but I'm certain Connolly is a virgin. There's a subtle alteration to an individual's scent once she's fed. Don't worry, you'll learn to pick up on things. We all originated with Konrad, basically, so we can spot the little differences among ourselves. It's not that hard. I envy you the fun."
"Tell us about Konrad," I said.
Her face grew briefly introspective, the only thing close to a soft expression I'd seen so far. "The kindest man I ever met. He saved my life. I won't talk about him."
"Fair enough," I said, dropping the subject. The break room door was just ahead. Tremaine pulled it open.
The three men inside looked up from where they sat at the only table in the room, not startled, but quickly alert, not overly concerned with two women in uniform accompanying their boss. All of them wore sidearms that looked to be either 9 mm's or .45s. They were dressed pretty much like Tremaine, only without the nifty message on their T-shirts.
"Where's Caswell, McCarty?" she asked.
The biggest of the trio, a stocky, balding guy with a farmer's tan, rubbed the palm of one hand over his scalp before answering.
"Level Three, north end post, I think. Roster's on the wall behind you."
Tremaine's eyes didn't move. Her voice was low and dangerous. "I didn't ask to see the fucking roster, McCarty. I asked you."
McCarty jumped out of his chair, went quickly to the bulletin board, ran a fingertip down a sheet of paper. "Yeah," he said, moistening his lips with the tip of his tongue. "Level Three, north end." He looked nervously at Tremaine, eyeing Farrell and me as if we were going to complicate his life at any second.
"Good," said Tremaine. She jerked a thumb at us. "This's Connolly and Gray. They're visiting."
Farrell and I nodded and shook hands all around. The other two men, who seemed even more fearful of Tremaine than McCarty had been, were Marineau and Gibson. They looked like younger versions of Siegfried and Roy, only without the really cute costumes, and their hands were sweaty as hell.
"When's Caswell's lunch break?" Tremaine asked.
"Uh, 1300 hours." McCarty's swarthy features were no longer puzzled, and were getting paler. He'd seen a direction to Tremaine's inquiries.
"Have somebody take Caswell's place, for the rest of this shift and hereafter. I've decided to terminate him."
They reacted as if she'd said she had a live grenade with the pin pulled. McCarty went white as a sheet, and Sigfried and Roy looked like they were going to cry.
Running his hand over his scalp again, McCarty mumbled, "Y-yes."
"Good. I want whoever you pick to be at post by Caswell's assigned lunch time. Got it?"
"Yeah, sure."
"Good." Tremaine let the door close behind us as we headed back down the hall.
"Does someone come in to clean up after these little sessions," Farrell inquired dryly, "or do they do it themselves?"
Tremaine threw back her head and roared, then looked obliquely up at Farrell. "If you think that's funny, Gray, I'll make sure you're here when we shut the operation down." Her voice dropped to a near-whisper. "There's not going to be anybody left to come back to haunt us. It'll be a real party."
"How many?" I asked.
"Roughly thirty altogether. The house staff is kept away from processing, but the proximity still bothers me. Too much chance of cross-pollination. Maurice needs to make up his mind whether or not to eliminate the house people. I think he should, but I agree with him on one thing -- Mrs. Flores is a terrific cook." She shrugged, dismissing the problem. "I keep telling him -- They're only people. Maurice can always buy a new cook."
As she finished speaking, we came to a stairwell. "We go down," she said. "This's Level One."
Caswell, seated at an observation window above the corner of one of the lab sections, would not have been my first choice for a position of trust. Six feet tall, average build, moderate biceps development, dark-haired and more than a little sneaky-looking, he had 'whoops, my mistake' written all over him. Through the glass behind him as he turned, I could see white-coated, masked technicians bustling around vats and bins. From the number of people and the amount of equipment, our estimate of a thousand pounds of meth a day seemed on the low side, and this lab was only maybe a fourth of their production area.
"Caswell, my man," said Tremaine, her voice once more sliding into silken menace, "we need to talk." She tilted her head toward a short tunnel to our right. At its end stood another locked metal door.
"Sure," he answered. "What's up?"
Caswell stayed cool. He hiked up his gunbelt as he rose to his feet, and kept his face blank. His only sign of concern was a couple of second's pause in chewing his gum. No mind-reading went on in their exchange. His buddies were dead, he was in it deep, and he knew it.
"Not much," said Tremaine. "Just need to ask you some questions. Had a little security breach. Need to clear it up. I'm talking to everybody." She didn't introduce us.
If he'd run then, Caswell still probably wouldn't have made it, but he might have created enough of a stir to get out alive. For a time, at least. Instead, he watched passively while Tremaine unlocked the door and ushered him into the twenty-by-twenty room on the other side of it. Caswell walked to the center of the room, turned, and stood with his thumbs hooked in his belt, regarding Tremaine with a mix of arrogance and insolence. He looked like a kid in a schoolyard. He stunk of fear, though, which showed more sense than I'd given him credit for.
The walls, floor, and ceiling of the room were concrete, with fluorescents overhead, and a small grate set in the floor. The grate sent out an obvious message, but it wasn't as graphic as the three-by-three steel door halfway up the wall behind Caswell. It looked exactly like one of those chute covers in a contamination room in a hospital, except there weren't any bags of bad stuff sitting below it. I figured it'd been used before.
Farrell and I positioned ourselves to the right of the door, me closer to it.
A small metal lab table stood immediately to the left of the door. Tremaine slipped her holster out of her belt, laid it on the table. Her eyes were hot and hungry. She slowly licked her lips, smiling at Caswell in anticipation.
"Here's the rules, Caswell. I don't have a gun; you do. You can try to kill me. Connolly and Gray won't interfere. If you succeed, you walk. Fair enough?"
"Fuckin' A," said Caswell, grinning in confused relief. "You damn betcha!"
Tremaine stretched her arms up toward the ceiling, her hands clasped, her feet planted about two feet apart. She extended completely for maybe five seconds, then gradually lowered her hands to the floor, bending from the waist until the top of her head nearly touched the concrete. Still in that position, she said casually, "You believe in vampires, Caswell?"
"Fuck, no," he replied, easing his gun slowly from its holster, his eyes darting briefly to us, but basically unable to look away from Tremaine, mesmerized by the apparition before him.
"Too bad," said Tremaine, her voice throaty. She gripped her ankles, pulling herself down further. "Your friend Earl sure did, just before I finished him. He had, oh, I'd say close to thirty seconds of intense realization." Her words, muffled by her pants, echoed off the concrete. Caswell was still trying to be cool. He had his automatic nearly in firing position. Only in one hand, though, and it trembled.
Tremaine's head still down, she said, "Catch the pistol, Gray."
Even to us, Tremaine blurred. She uncoiled to her left, like she was spring-loaded. Her left leg pivoted from the hip, her foot swinging around, lashing out. The pistol flew up into the right-hand wall, spinning, and rebounded with a sharp crack. Farrell caught it.
Tremaine lifted Caswell up on his toes, walking him backward to the wall, her left hand tight around his neck. Her eyes almost glowed. His bulged, as he tore at her wrist with both hands, choking, trying in vain to loosen her hand.
She slammed Caswell up against the wall hard enough to knock the wind out of him. As he hung in Tremaine's grip, gasping for air and arms flailing, the tips of his boots tap-danced on the floor. He sounded like the audio portion of 'The Little Engine that Could' video, without the words.
Her face a gleeful rictus, filled with a fierce and growing hunger, Tremaine toyed with her prey a little bit longer.
"We don't have fangs, like in the flicks, Caswell. Sorry about that. I can't reach my knife, either, so we'll just have to do this messy." She grasped the front of his lower jaw with her right hand, fingertips over the edges of his teeth, pulling his sweaty face down to hers. His lank hair hung down into his horror-filled eyes. "Maybe this'll make it hard for you to talk to Earl in Hell. Or maybe not. Sure as fuck, I'll never know." Tremaine's voice dropped another octave, as thick and sweet as molasses. "Adios, dipshit."
She ripped Caswell's lower jaw off in one smooth motion, his tongue, voicebox, and six inches of windpipe with it.
It looked so easy.
Tremaine lowered his spasming body to the floor, and knelt on his chest on one knee until the shock hit him and his jerking subsided. She tossed the jaw casually over her shoulder, almost onto my boots. I stared at the open end of the windpipe. Caswell's gum lay next to his jaw, glistening with saliva.
Stunned, neither Farrell nor I moved a muscle.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Reaching down to the exposed carotid arteries, Tremaine tore one loose, then bent her head to it. Bright red arterial blood jetted into her open mouth. Her throat began to work steadily. Her upper body shuddered every few seconds, and her left hand crept into her crotch. Her hips flexed rhythmically in time with her pulsing throat.
The pungent iron smell of fresh blood filled the room, and I felt myself begin to respond. Not like with Eddie; the first Need must be the strongest, whether you fulfill it or not. Still, this was bad enough. Somehow I held back, keeping my shoulders rigid, and willing my feet to stay rooted to the floor. Goddess, how I wanted it -- the blood that Tremaine was guzzling like cheap wine.
"Either of you need some?" she asked, pinching off the artery and turning to look at us. "We got a little more than a pint left here." Blood covered her lips and ran down her chin. She licked it off her teeth and mouth, wearing the same smile I remembered from my dream of Seska.
"Naah," Farrell answered, with an effort, "we ate just before we drove out." I heard the desire in her voice, but Tremaine, if she sensed it, took Farrell at her word. She didn't press the issue, just shook her head and chuckled, and went back to her victim.
When she finished, Tremaine straightened up and rose to her feet. Still smiling, she wiped her right index finger over her bloody face and stepped toward me.
"C'mon, Connolly," she said, her eyes bright with more malice than mischief, "give it a try." She drew her bloody finger under my nose seductively. "You can't be a virgin forever, and you know you want it. C'mon. Suck it off."
I nearly went for it. Her grinning face fell out of focus. All the world narrowed down to that red, hypnotic, dripping finger. My lips began to open, and I started to lean toward Tremaine. Farrell saved me.
"Hey, Megs, remember you promised me that we'd feed together your first time."
Her whiney tone snapped me out of my trance. I blinked, shook my head. The moment had passed.
Tremaine glared at Farrell, then at me. "Almost gotcha, Connolly." She laughed. "Too bad. Woulda felt like I got even with Seska a little bit." She turned back to Farrell, her expression speculative as a cobra's, looking Farrell right in her eyes. "You know, Gray, your eyes are the color of hot, mulled cider." She patted Farrell on one cheek with her clean hand. "Wonder how they'd taste?"
Then, still laughing, Tremaine went to Caswell's corpse, gripping it under the arms. "I'll do the honors, if one of you'll hold the chute open. Less messy that way."
Ten seconds later, the only remnants of Caswell were a few drying blood stains on the slick concrete. Tremaine'd thrown his mandible and its attached anatomy into the chute so hard that it bounced off the walls all the way down, her laughter echoing behind it. Feeding the inner vamp was a definite high, all right. Or maybe Tremaine was a hemoholic, or whatever it'd be called if one of us liked blood too much.
"You know," said Tremaine as we walked through the hallway back to her office, "a hundred and fifty years ago, killing one of us was almost an impossibility." She tossed Caswell's pistol in the air and caught it. "I used to dodge bullets, the muzzle velocity was so low then. Then came your Mister Gatling, followed by smaller automatic weapons, high- velocity rounds, directional mines, plastique explosives, and atomics. Not to mention night-vision lenses, precision timers, and air power. Now any of them can do one of us in." She looked at Farrell and me, walking one on either side of her. "You two are used to all that shit, though, aren't you?"
"Sure," I replied. "It's our job. We've had a lot of training, upgraded regularly."
"Exposure to almost all the weapons systems," said Farrell. "What's your point, Tremaine? How much of an edge do we need -- besides the Change?"
"The first weapons I saw, Gray, were Roman -- short swords and javelins -- and until gunpowder came along, things didn't change much. The old ways are best, seeing and smelling the fear. Like Caswell. The moment when they're twisting on your blade, when they know what you are, when they realize it's all over, that there's no hope left." She raised her fist as we neared her office. "That's what makes it happen."
I hadn't thought of Tremaine as a sweet, old-fashioned girl, but there you are.
I'd noticed a chair next to Tremaine's desk when we'd first been in her office. Empty then, now a little girl in shorts sat in it, her sneakered feet not quite touching the floor. She looked to be nine or ten, her hands were folded in her lap, her head bowed, sun-streaked short brown hair hanging over her face. She didn't look up when we entered, but her hands clenched, and her knuckles turned white.
"November," said Tremaine sternly, "we have company."
The girl slowly turned her head toward us. First I saw a hazel eye peering out from behind her bangs, then a cute clear-skinned child's face with a dusting of freckles. She didn't completely turn; we could only see the left side of her face. Her features betrayed no emotion; only her hands sent any message at all.
"November, this's Connolly and Gray. They're like me. Look at them."
November looked directly at us, her jaws set.
For the second time today, I gasped.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
November's right eye was cast, as white as an egg, its pupil a dim grey. A thick scar extended from halfway up her forehead, down across that clouded eye, and lower down to the corner of her mouth.
My gaze jumped away, back to her hands. Some of the first joints were gone.
"Say 'hello,' November," said Tremaine, sitting down on the front of her desk, her arms crossed again.
"Hello," November lisped, the scarred corner of her lips not moving. She had no front teeth, and she was way too old for that. Defiance, shame, and pride flickered over her ruined features as she spoke. When she turned to Tremaine, though, for a quick instant I saw something like devotion. Farrell and I said hello, but got only a moment's glance in response.
Tremaine held out the key to her killing room. "Go down to the janitorial closet, November. Get the yellow plastic bucket and a brush. Fill the bucket with water and scrub the floor until the blood's gone. Got it?"
Snatching the key, November nodded, and hurried past us out the door. Her sneakers slapped the floor as she ran down the empty hall.
Nemain's words from my dream of Seska came back to me, "I take very good care of my young friends." They repeated over and over again, while my mind struggled to accept what I'd seen.
"Well, that's the tour," said Tremaine. "Sorry I can't promise another Caswell next visit." She stood and led us to the door, then stood halfway into the hall, pointing down it. "You can find your way out. Just go up the stairs by the door from the house tunnel. That'll put you into the equipment shed." She shook our hands. "See you next time."
As we turned to go, Farrell paused, looking down at Tremaine, her voice barely controlled.
"You did that to her, didn't you?" Farrell spoke the words I heard in my head.
"None of your concern, Gray," Tremaine replied. "Forget you saw it."
Farrell clamped her jaws shut. I grabbed her shoulder, and steered her down the hall, away from Tremaine, out, I hoped, into fresher air.
Tremaine's final words followed us along the corridor. "I can hardly wait until she hits puberty."
In one respect, at least, Deirdre had been right about Tremaine.
We both wanted to kill her.




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
We climbed the stairs two at a time, running away from both Tremaine and what she represented. Our double-time continued through the long staging and equipment building. I scarcely noticed the row of big KLX 650s and the lone tricked-out 250 that Tremaine had ridden. The less I thought about Tremaine, the better I felt. Shaking the memory of November's mutilated face and hands wasn't going to happen, though, no matter how hard I tried. I would be able to exorcise that particular demon in only one way.
Farrell didn't unclamp her jaws or quit breathing through her nose until I had the Hummer pointed back to Adel. She stared stonily out the front of the rig, her right elbow on the passenger window edge, and every once in a while she'd slap the side of her door. I said nothing, just let her work it through. When she finally spoke, the words came out slowly in a controlled explosion, a pause between each sharp syllable.
"Goddammmit! I will fucking kill that bitch!" She slammed the dashboard with her fist, denting the metal. "More than once, if I can."
"You'll need some help, Gray. Tremaine won't go down easy."
She jerked a thumb toward the tarp-covered grenade-launcher in the back of the Hummer. "We've got help, Megs. Jam that thing up her butt and pull the trigger. Or let Tomlinson and Brodsky and their floating death machine blow her ass to Hell. Or, better yet, my Beretta in her mouth. Up close and personal." She clenched her hands in frustration, and hammered her fists into the dash some more. "Caswell I can understand -- sort of. But a little girl! How could anyone do something like that?"
I slid my right hand off the wheel, reached over and rested it on her left forearm. "I'm pretty sure it's worse than you think, Farrell." I played back the complete conversation between Tremaine and Seska for her from my memory tape. "My guess, lover, is that November is only the most recent of a long line of kids."
"When was Seska?"
"Early Fifth Century. Niall was High King until 405, then came Dathi, his nephew. Then Lugaid, I think, so somewhere around 420-425, maybe a little later. Fifteen hundred years, anyway."
"Oh, shit," she said, as a countless list of unknown little victims scrolled behind her eyes.
I reached into my shirt pocket and handed her the slip of paper Deirdre had given us. "Call Deirdre. Call John first, tell him we're okay. Give him an ETA." I completely agreed with Farrell's line of thought, but if she wasn't distracted from November, we weren't going to have much of a Hummer to give back to Sergeant Gurin.
Deirdre waited for us in the shade of a big ash in the City Park, hugging herself despite the ninety-degree heat. Not a hair was out of place, her white slacks and powder-blue blouse were unwrinkled. Only the look on her face suggested that she knew the topic of our upcoming conversation. Her smile of welcome was fleeting and troubled. She turned away as we got out of the Hummer. "Walk with me," she said over her shoulder. We fell in on either side of her.
"I don't know what her name was then," Deirdre began, "but she was taken out of a tribe in northern Scandinavia sometime in the Second or Third Century, traded to Goths, sold in the slave markets of Rome. She would then have been about the same age as November, I think. Sold to a succession of whorehouses, each worse than the previous, she was continually ill-used. Still well under twenty, worn out, scarred, half-blinded, mostly toothless, she found herself in what would become central Germany, slave to a minor Roman official at some equally-mediocre outpost." She stopped, ran a hand over the rough trunk of a half-grown pine, her eyes sad.
"The Goths, sensing the waning power of Rome, overran the place early one spring. Tremaine got out alive, crawling through the darkness and flames to safety. She is not without woodslore, and the Goths missed her in their search of the forest. Konrad found her a few weeks later, bathing in a stream near his smallholding. He is very compassionate. Appalled at what had been done to an innocent young woman, knowing he could save her, he gave her the Change."
"And now she repeats what was done to her?" asked Farrell.
Deirdre nodded. "I believe that's what it is. She doesn't talk about it. Talking about the evil brings it too much into the light. Living in a cobbled-together house up in the hills west of Lakeview, November's parents were subsistence farmers and petty drug dealers. Tremaine killed the parents during the schoolday, when November was gone, then tied them upright, seated at their kitchen table. Once rigor mortis was complete, Tremaine removed the ropes, so that when the little girl returned, skipping through the front door from school, she found her parents sitting in the kitchen. They appeared to be alive, but weren't, and Tremaine got to savor the child's reaction to their deaths. She set the house afire, took November, and the horror began."
"What does she do with the children in the end?" I asked, knowing what must happen.
Deirdre shuddered and held herself more tightly, shaking her head. "She keeps them through puberty, I know, perhaps a few years beyond, adding new scars and amputations, matching hers before she was Changed. They know what she is, from the very first, and what the Changed are."
"Tremaine told her that we were Changed," said Farrell.
"Hope," said Deirdre. "She trades in hope, I think, letting them believe that they are to be saved, that she will Change them, and all their hurts will be gone. Immortality. How wonderful. You may have seen how November looks at her, in unguarded moments. Love and devotion. A classic response to abuse, that odd twisted bond, tighter with false promise."
"And then she kills them," said Farrell, her immediate anger fading from unrestrained flame to steady ember.
"Exactly," Deirdre replied. She raised a cautioning hand. "Tremaine has more blood on her hands than anyone in history, I suspect. In Jerusalem during the Crusades, Romania in the time of Vlad Tepes, with Elizabeth Bathory in Hungary, and then the Nazis fifty years ago. She has few moral or ethical restraints, which makes her dangerous but not unpredictable. I have gotten to know her well enough to sense direction most times. Too well, truth be known. You will have heard John use the word 'task.' Tremaine is my task. She must die. Leave her to me. Though I may well ask you to distract her when the moment arrives."
"She knew that I hadn't fed yet," I said, "called me a virgin. Asked me if I was pure, like Maurice."
"Oh, yes," Deirdre said, almost laughing, "Maurice probably hasn't fed since the first months of his Change, probably not at all since coming to this country. He and Tremaine enjoy sex, as do most Changed, but her tendency toward pain and perversion frightens him. She tries to get him to feed, with no success. I occasionally hear his shouting from their connected quarters."
"Well," I said, looking deliberately at Farrell, "there's a lot of perversion out there, I understand. Even those few who use it for profit."
A tiny smile tugged at the corners of Farrell's mouth, the first I'd seen in hours. Deirdre didn't miss it, either. "Yes," she said, "but there's perversion that is pleasant, and the kinds that those like Tremaine practice." She looked at Farrell. "I gather that we have a mistress of perversion present, then? And you tolerate that, Megan? How very modern of you."
Farrell was not about to be distracted, though. "Don't lump my harmless perversion with what Tremaine does! How does Maurice deal with Tremaine's treatment of November?" she asked.
"He asks that Tremaine keep November close to her, and away from him. November, though, is bright, inquisitive, and as independent as a cat, despite her situation. Punishment deters her for a time, but also strengthens her bond with Tremaine. November is very careful and cautious, not so different, I think, from the young animal Tremaine must once have been."
"Why doesn't she simply run?" I asked. "Plush is no more than forty minutes on foot."
"And leave Tremaine? Everything I have read on the subject tells me that will not happen. Until her death, of course."
"November's death," said Farrell, through gritted teeth.
Deirdre stepped close to Farrell, reached a comforting hand to the back of Farrell's neck, kneading it, her eyes mirroring her concern. "Never fear, darkling. I shall stop Tremaine. My promise to you both." She looked at her watch. "I must get back to the office. Maurice knows that I had to speak to you about Tremaine, but there is still work to be done before we leave." We started walking back out of the park.
"You're both going to Portland?" Farrell asked.
"Oh, yes. Maurice understands the value of help and support. He used to be a secretary himself."
Yeah, right, I thought, Hitler's secretary. Now he wanted it all, to be the head honcho off-planet, master of tomorrow's Changeling Empire, the Emperor of Outer Space.
"At sundown tomorrow," Farrell said.
"Maurice likes theatrical touches. Sunrise, sunset, the equinoxes, High Summer. In this case, the helicopter leaves at sunset." It sounded like a book title.
We were nearly back to the Hummer. Three little boys on outdated Schwinn Stingrays sat fifteen feet away from the rig, checking it out in cool kid detachment. All their shirts were pastel colors, all their baseball caps were on frontward; Lakeview was really in a time warp. They probably didn't even use four-letter words. As we approached, they swirled away in the afternoon sun like minnows in a shallow stream, yelling at one another as they pedaled off. I started to smile at them, then, with dismay, realized they were about the same age as November.
Farrell had the identical thought; her sour look deepened as the three of us stood by the Hummer and watched the boys ride away. Deirdre waited until they had disappeared.
"You'll be seeing John in a few hours," she said, hesitating, searching, I hoped, for just the right words. "Tell him that my sudden departure from Heppner in 1918 was a mistake." A small furrow appeared between her lovely brows; her bright green eyes dwelt inward for a moment. "I've regretted it many times over the years, more often recently. Tell him that I look forward to seeing him again. Will you do that for me?"
Farrell and I both nodded, of course. My first thought when I heard her words was that we would have trouble postponing our operation until tomorrow evening, John would be so eager after hearing her message. That really was uncharitable, I knew, but if I'd been certain of Deirdre's motives, I'd've felt better. Some of the little niggling doubts just wouldn't go away. Not that I won't go to my grave with niggling doubts. In a few millennia, of course.
"Deirdre," said Farrell through the window, when the two of us were safely belted into the Hummer, "how close is Birnbaum Enterprises to financing the Genesis 6 Project?"
"By my projections, Maurice has enough now. His main reason for seeking foreign investment in addition to domestic, is that he wants the firms actually constructing the ships and the station to have considerable financial interest in what they're doing. They will then have something to lose, and so strive more perfectly. Also, the endeavors of the Changed will have capital remaining planetside. Why do you ask?" Her eyes were twinkling, and she was about one notch away from smirk status.
"No special reason," Farrell replied, grinning up at her. "Just wondered if I was gonna have to empty my tiny bank account."
"Ah. I should have sensed that, your total commitment to the project." She reached through the window and hugged Farrell, then came around to the driver's side and hugged me. "Farewell, children. I'll see you soon, I'm certain."
In the rearview mirror, as we drove away, Deirdre looked like a statue, arms crossed, watching us, gilded by the afternoon sun. The expression on her face was unreadable. What went on in her head was even more of a mystery. I wanted to believe that we would succeed, that she would stop Tremaine, that November would be saved, and that Deirdre and John would live happily ever after. Most of all, though, I wanted Murphy -- he of Murphy's Law fame -- to look the other way for the next thirty-six hours.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
A few miles out of Lakeview, Farrell broke her silence. "Deirdre fucking knows, Megs."
"Would you bet your tiny bank account on it?" I asked.
"In a heartbeat."
I watched the highway roll by for another quarter-mile before answering. "I'm afraid I'd put my own bucks on it, too, Farrell. Worse yet, she wants us to, I think. It's all a set-up of some kind."
"I think so, too," she replied, "but I'm damned if I can figure why. Shit. Shoot 'em all and let the gods sort 'em out, I guess."
"Oh, now that's practical, Gray."
"Everybody except November and Deirdre, okay?"
"Sure," I said, and then both of us were silent for the next few miles, lost inside our own heads, chasing a truth that defied analysis.




CHAPTER FORTY
After another hour of long silences punctuated by brief conversations without conclusions, we turned off into Christmas Valley, and the next phase of what we now called 'Operation Who's On First' got under way.
The gravelled area in front of our big hangar looked a lot smoother than I remembered it, and two tire tracks led through the closed main door from about a hundred feet out. Tomlinson and Brodsky and their A64B Apache were in residence. Faint machine and tool noises came from the interior of the hangar.
I parked the Hummer by the side entrance. The place was locked up tighter than the proverbial drum. An intercom box with a speaker grill had been bolted temporarily next to the door. I hit the button, and twenty seconds later, Jane Tomlinson's cheery voice rose tinnily from the speaker.
"What's the password?"
Farrell depressed the button. "'Richard, get your tongue out of my mouth!'"
"I'm sorry, Ma'am. That is not a valid password." Jane giggled after the words.
"Okay," Farrell shot back, "how about 'Richard, get your tongue out of my…'"
"Stop! That's enough -- whoever you are. There are virgin ears in here." She giggled again. The deadbolt slid back, the door opened, and we had Jane in our faces, around our shoulders, and behind us all at once, pushing and pulling us through the doorway. She wore her usual black fatigues, what she calls 'deathwish blacks.' Her short brown hair tied back in a ponytail, she exuded her typical high energy. Her family came to visit up at Fort Lewis one time, and they were like one of those Disney families where the kids are temporarily the wrong size, all talking at once and running around like maniacs. Jane was the calm one, and she was bad enough.
Now she dragged us toward her new Apache, brown eyes flashing. "Hey, guys. Good to see 'ya. You're both lookin' great!" Sure, Jane, we're vampires now. Hadn't you heard? We always look great. "Scuttlebutt has it you're coupling now? That right? Pretty neat." She banged an elbow into my side. "'Bout time for you, huh?"
"Dammit, Jane" I said, as she hustled us up to side of her latest war toy, "Everybody acts like the entire world knew about me and Farrell, but nobody thought to tell me."
Jane stopped, looked at me while pointing at Farrell. "Okay, Megan, let's have a short Gray primer. Pay attention, now. She's tall, put together nice, energetic, well-read, terrific color scheme, clean, gutsy, loyal, and a nice mover. What's not to love? Nada, right? The whole human race wants Farrell Gray, one-at-a-time or in groups. There's just one problem. She's got a roommate she's ga-ga over. The roommate doesn't see it; she's thick as a brick. Nice enough, you understand, just terminally blond. And seemingly straight. It doesn't look good for our heroine -- sorry, Farrell, I still use that term -- but, lo, the ice dam of obtusity rots, breaks up and is swept downstream. The scales fall away from the roomie's eyes. The lovers are joined. Bliss." Jane raised her right arm, index finger pointing at the roof. Her voice rose. "There's only one question left, folks: Can they still kill with impunity?" Her own humor got the best of Jane. She couldn't continue, she was laughing so hard. Farrell's face was mahogany-red, and mine was hot.
I looked up into the Apache's cockpit. Tom Zemansky and Richard Brodsky peered at us through the side window, sharp Polish and blunt Hungarian features wearing identical expressions of incredulity and curiosity. Each of them raised a hand and waved, Zemansky's normal-sized hand and Brodsky's half-ham up against the glass. Then their faces disappeared, back down to whatever they'd been doing in the bowels of the big helicopter.
I gestured at the gunship. "Nice speech, Jane. Now, if you're done humiliating us, how about a tour of your creature?"
"She speaks for herself, Jane," said Farrell, whose face had regained its normal color. "I found what you said poignant and dead-on accurate." Both of them were grinning at me.
"Oh, shut up, you two!" I said.
"All right, Miz Touchy," said Jane, facing the Apache, and coughing to clear her voice. "Well, ladies, what you see here is your state-of-the-art weapons system, the most beautiful flying thing on the face of the planet."
Though I would never utter such a thought aloud in front of Jane, the AH-64 Apache is not a thing of beauty, flying or otherwise. It looks like a skinny art-deco gargoyle with a big propeller on top. The 'B' model even has a mast-mounted radar unit that resembles a giant composite fiber jelly donut, and the chain gun hanging between the main wheels is disgustingly similar to the ovipositor of what would be the world's biggest wasp. Beautiful? My narrow freckled ass, Jane.
"This one does it all," said Jane, with a flourish, "fresh from Fort Campbell, Kentucky, and equipped with the latest seriously good shit. Graphite/epoxy composite airframe sections, 'glass cockpit' with all-video instrumentation, improved voice-interactive electronic flight control system, computer upgrades, 'fire-and-forget' Hellfire anti-tank missiles, etc., etc.." As she talked, Jane circled around the five-ton, sixty-foot ship, until we were directly in front of it. The 'Iraqi's eye view,' as it is usually called.
"So, what hardware did you bring on her, Jane?" asked Farrell, eyeing the rocket pods and Hellfire missile mounts.
"The usual, except the Stingers were replaced with Brit Starstreak hyper-velocity air-to-air missiles."
Farrell grunted. "That's the system with the explosive darts, right?"
"Yeah, three per missile. Very effective, too."
By now, we were on the right-hand side of the helicopter. Both hatches were open and up, so we were treated to a fine view of Zemansky's butt and Richard Brodsky's upper torso as they bent over the underside of the seats, stringing some sort of thin cable. Richard's tightly-curled brown hair was heavy with sweat, and trickles of moisture ran down his thick neck.
"Hi, guys!" Farrell and I yelled. They raised hands in greeting, but didn't interrupt their work or look up.
"What're they doing, Jane?" I asked.
"Your boss wants external loudspeakers and a tape-player on-line for the mission. I'm assuming that he wants to be able to have some rock-and-roll when we rock-and-roll."
"What?" we said, in unison.
"Hey, kids," Jane replied, shrugging. "I'm just a simple Warrant Officer dealin' some big-dick death. Your CO wants sounds, he gets sounds. He's been walking around with headphones on most of this afternoon."
"What!" Farrell and I just looked at one another. I had never seen John with headphones on.
"Where the hell is he, anyway?" asked Farrell, looking around.
"Went out for a run, he said." Jane glanced at her watch. "Be back in an hour, which should be in roughly fifteen minutes. You can ask him yourself."
We watched the speaker-installers, listened to Zemansky's muttered but inspired cursing, then walked over to the line of cots along the building's west wall. I could feel the heat radiating from the metal siding. A compact Sony Walkman and a couple of tapes lay on the neatly-tucked blanket covering John's cot. Curious, I picked up the Walkman and examined it. Inside was a tape of Hitler's speeches, and the two on the cot were another Hitler tape and one called 'German Popular songs between the Wars.' I handed the tapes to Farrell.
"What you think, Gray?"
She read both sides of the labels, then placed the tapes back on the cot where they'd been. "Either our beloved leader has lost his mind, or he has something up his sleeve which he hasn't seen fit to share with his loyal troops."
I laid the Walkman down with the tapes. "Frankly, Farrell, the only people who don't have a complicated agenda going are you, me, and Tremaine, and ours is getting that way." At the mention of Tremaine, Farrell's face tightened down again, but only for a few moments. She walked to her own cot, pulled out her ordnance duffle, and unzipped it after setting it on the cot.
"While we're waitin' for John, Megs," she said, "we may as well decide what we're carrying tomorrow." She looked at the Kawasakis, parked next to the bathroom and showers. "By the way, I went one down on the countershaft sprockets, back to stock. Things may get technical crossing the high country between the rims. And lowering our top speed means we'll have to leave earlier."
I agreed. "Nice to have a couple hours cushion, so with an hour's wait on that end, we leave about 15:30."
We spent ten minutes deciding what weaponry to take. I got the Pancor Jackhammer repeating shotgun, and Farrell took the La France compact version of the M-16. Both weapons would be easy to carry on the scoots. Farrell would have more pinpoint accuracy; I would make more mess.
"Extra knives, you think?" I asked.
"Definitely. At least one ankle, too," Farrell said, then snapped her fingers. "Hey, I got somethin' to show you. Just remembered I stuck it in." She rooted through her duffle, bringing out a big oddly-shaped sheath with a wooden handle sticking out of it. The snaps were undone, revealing a wide, thick blade which pivoted near the narrow end to fold up. Folded, it didn't take much room, but straightened it looked to be at least sixteen inches long. A slip catch held the blade rigid when it was in the extended position. I pulled the blade open.
"No," said Farrell, taking the knife from me and folding it together again. "Like this." She swung the thing down at the floor. The blade snapped into position instantly.
"Jeez, Farrell! What is it?"
"A Kookri. The Gurkhas use 'em. This is the folding, slightly more-concealable model. Can't hurt to have it on my belt."
Before I decided whether to be envious or scared fartless, the door buzzer went off and Jane went to unlock it.
John came in, wearing only shorts and running shoes, a Camelback water bag slung on his back. He was darker than yesterday, from only an hour in the unrelenting desert sun, and was so sweaty I smelled him clear across the hanger. Grinning at us, he trotted over, unfastening the water bag as he ran. It was nearly empty. If there's one thing the working Changed need, it's water. Or the other stuff.
Wiping his face with a towel as he examined us for any signs of trauma, he said, "You both seem to have had enough good times today. While I shower, why don't you bring the Hummer inside, then? Someone could vandalize it, don't you know." He started to leave.
When we both laughed, John's eyes narrowed. "What?"
"Nothing, sir," I said, giving Farrell a meaningful look. "Just something we heard today."
"From Deirdre," said Farrell loudly at his retreating back. His neck turned red.
The installers had apparently finished the sound system. Jane and Zemansky ran a few checks, shouting back and forth over the noise, Jane gesturing vigorously. Watching them from where he stood beside the Apache, Richard grinned at his wife's antics. The man is always cheerful, never flustered, and totally enchanted by Jane. Fortunately, their two kids take after him.
"Sounds like it works," said Farrell, as we walked up.
"It's really pretty simple," Richard replied, his smile getting wider. "And the sarge knows his wiring. With those speakers, anyone on the ground should be able to hear it easy, even over the engine and the blades."
Richard Brodsky is an anomaly in his profession. Chopper pilots generally are generally wiry and hyper guys -- or gals. Richard isn't much taller than Farrell and me, but he's as wide as an upright freezer -- and just as cool. His voice is a measured basso profundo, and his piloting skills are the stuff of legend, particularly after Desert Storm. He and Jane ate Iraqi tanks at the rate of several per day, and just the presence of their old ship -- the 'Jinkerbelle' -- on the battlefield caused whole units of the enemy to surrender.
"So, is this the 'Jinkerbelle II'?" asked Farrell.
"Yup," said Richard happily. Then his face clouded. "Sure miss the old one, though. We had all the bugs out. On the other hand, this one came debugged, pretty much."
Finally satisfied, Jane and Zemansky shut the systems down and crawled out of the ship.
Before we could get any sort of conversation going, John reappeared, putting a hand on each of our shoulders. "We need to talk, Lieutenants," he said, leading us off to a folding table and chairs sitting in the corner beyond the cots.
"He's Bormann," said Farrell, the moment we were seated.
"Good," said John, his eyes lighting up, "and Deirdre?"
"She asked us to tell you she's sorry, John," I said. "She hopes to see you soon."
"She knows we're up to something, too," said Farrell. "She knew who we were the second we came through the door, and she knew all about Eddie Martin."
"Ahh, then her intellect has not dimmed, it would seem. Does she favor any side, do you think?"
"Hers, for sure," I replied, and Farrell nodded emphatically.
John looked briefly concerned. "Undoubtedly," he said.
We spent a half-hour explaining the layout of the place, how many people were where, when the helicopter would arrive, when Birnbaum would leave, and that Deirdre would be with him. The last info did not please John in the slightest.
"Best would be to simply destroy their helicopter as it departs, but that option is no longer available to us," he said, his features thoughtful. "I have some additional possibilities, if you two can neutralize the security personnel and workers in the processing center."
"I think we can do that, if we act quickly," I said.
"And," said Farrell, "if we go in through the house before Birnbaum and Deirdre come downstairs and go to the helipad. They should be up packing and doing last-minute preparations."
"Then we have to get by Tremaine at one place or the other, Farrell. That won't be easy."
"Tell me about Tremaine," said John, leaning forward.
We did. When we were through, he was even more worried.
"You should prepare yourselves for the possibility that the child -- Unchanged -- may not survive," he said.
"Not an option, John," said Farrell. "You can have Birnbaum, hopefully without Deirdre, but we get Tremaine, and the little girl lives, even if it requires extra effort on our parts. That's the deal, or we don't go."
He looked at me for assurance that I agreed with Farrell. I merely nodded.
"Very well, then," he said. "I cannot say that I feel any differently. How formidable is this Tremaine?"
"She likes to kill," said Farrell. She ran through Caswell's termination and Tremaine's history. John sat in silence for a minute or two, his gaze down on the table, pinching his chin between an index finger and thumb.
"Give me the night to think on it. Tomorrow I'll have a loose plan. I believe everything can be worked out."
"I've got some small problems with the op, sir," said Farrell. "I think that me and Megs are in good shape on this, and I can understand where you want to be prepared for any surprises. I got no problem with our side. We're the kids, you're our boss, and we're secondary to you in the decision department. What I don't like is the feeling that Megs and me are running around on a chessboard sitting between you and Deirdre, and we can't see all the pieces."
John nodded, looking thoughtful. "Megan?"
"Farrell pretty well summed it up for me."
"Well," said John, "if your analysis of Deirdre and my experience with her are accurate, then she and I may be seated on the same side of the chessboard." He shrugged, a very small shrug, then smiled. "You both have more first-hand knowledge of the physical situation, and I know you will perform splendidly. We will succeed." And that, it seemed, was that.
Zemansky continued to redeem himself with the evening meal. There didn't seem to be anything he wasn't good at. After dinner, the six of us sat around and shot the shit. 3
John didn't say much, but didn't miss a word, either. He laughed at all the right places, anyway.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Shortly after sunset, Farrell and I took a rolled-up blanket and quietly left the hangar by the side door. We sauntered north for a while, then east, until we found the little hillock I'd mentioned to her earlier in the day. The moon was just rising as we wound things down, laying on the blanket with our arms around one another, nude except for our boots. Despite the pain and distraction of poor little November -- or perhaps because of -- our lovemaking was unusually tender and gentle. As gentle as it gets, I guess, for the Changed. For us, there are always speed shifts and sudden bursts of energy all too comparable to cats screwing.
Farrell sighed, looking up at the stars wheeling through the night. "Hope everything goes right tomorrow, Megs."
"It's really very simple, Farrell," I said, cuddling closer. "Shoot everything that moves except Deirdre and November."
She slipped a hand between my thighs.
"Now what are you doing, Gray?"
"Wow, blondes need an explanation for everything, huh? You said something earlier about a knoll."
"Farrell, we're lying on the knoll."
"You mean this isn't it?" Her fingers were doing their usual wonders. "You're breathing through your nose, Megs," she said, snickering.
At that point, I didn't frankly care what orifice I was breathing through. Farrell said only one more thing before we got mutually busy, and then she spoke just above a whisper.
"Nice knoll."




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
We had everything ready to go by the time the UH60A Blackhawks arrived from Klamath Falls the next day. The troop-carrying helicopters were John's nifty idea to cover the sound of the Apache's approach to the Birnbaum ranch. The three would fly in close formation until the Apache found a spot to settle into. It would drop down to a lower level, and the Blackhawks would continue back to their Base. Tomlinson and Brodsky could run the Jinkerbelle fifteen or twenty feet off the ground all day. Unless someone actually saw them drop away from the Blackhawks, no one would be the wiser; Tomlinson and Brodsky would land the Apache, cover it with camo-tarp and netting, and wait for evening.
There wasn't room for John in the Apache, so he and Zemansky were the next out, at 14:30, in our slowest rig, the Hummer. They would drive down to rendezvous with the Apache in its lay-by. Zemansky would drop John off, then head to Adel and go north to cover the driveway from the ranch. Only six of us, and four vehicles; thin on the ground for a decent op, and too damned many mechanical devices. If anything broke down, we were screwed pooches. Farrell and I might be able to make it with only one scooter, but that was our limit.
I tried not to think about it as I watched Zemansky and John stuff their gear into the Hummer. Then we made sure all the communication equipment worked and had fresh batteries, shook hands all around, and they left.
Farrell and I sat just inside the open front door of the hangar, out of the sun, but with the fitful breeze from the west cooling us a little. Our backpacks and weapons leaned against the waiting Kawasakis. We'd flipped to see who carried what. Farrell had won, and elected to tote the C-7, leaving me with the detonators, extra clips, and magazines.
So we rested in the shade, waiting for the hour's headstart we'd given John and Zemansky to expire. Farrell idly tossed pebbles at the weeds growing along the edge of the hanger.
Watching her obvious frustration with our wait, I had to grin at her. "Whatcha thinkin', Gray?"
"Tryin' not to. I hate waiting. It just lets things gnaw at me. We'll have only twenty minutes to take care of our end of the op, then another twenty minutes to clean the situation before the authorities arrive to see whose helicopter blew up."
"Regardless, Birnbaum will make it to the helipad, and John will have to separate him from Deirdre. Not our job at that point."
"Ya know," she said, "if it weren't for November and my silly sense of duty, I'd just as soon stay here, kick back, and enjoy myself. This 'vampire for the Pentagon' shit is damn wearing."
"That 'silly sense of duty,' huh, Farrell? Did you forget about the company you keep -- namely me."
She crossed her hands behind her head, settled against the roof upright behind her chair, and smiled at me, her eyes half-closed.
"I love you, Megan. Whatever happens today, I always will," she said softly.
"Mushy stuff, huh, Gray?" I said, my voice choking despite my trying to keep it normal. I walked over and knelt down in front of her, rested my elbows on her knees, and looked into her copper eyes. "We don't have time for anything more meaningful, Farrell, so last night will have to do for now, but I love you so much that every time I see you, I get a lump in my throat." I kissed her long and deep. The world around us went off somewhere else for a while.
And then it was time to go kill people.
The Kawasakis both fired first-kick. While they warmed up, we put on the backpacks and strapped on our weapons. Then we pushed the scooters out, shut the hangar up, and climbed aboard. A few seconds to be certain all the parts were firmly attached, and we clicked the bikes into gear and rolled off to the south.
Our journey to Abert rim was trouble-free, if not exactly light-hearted. We slipped down the dry bed of the old inland sea at nearly the pace of our last trip, crossed Highway 395 at 16:30, then herky-jerked our way over the rolling landscape between the rims, taking our time. Two hours later we lay on our stomachs in a flat spot between two boxcar-sized boulders, looking down at the Birnbaum Ranch, the driveway bridge immediately below us. We had an unobstructed view of the parking lot and the front of both the processing building and the ranch house itself. The only sign of life was a guy standing in the shadows just inside the open main door of the processing building, smoking a cigarette. It looked like McCarty. We saw no vampires, Nazi or otherwise, and I hoped McCarty wanted to quit smoking, because we were going to make sure he did. In this life, anyway.
Suddenly I noticed a brief movement in a patch of sun about two feet in front of me and to my left. By keeping absolutely still and concentrating, I managed to spot what had caught my eye. A horned lizard crouched in the sunlight near the base of a low serviceberry, its stubby legs tilting its flattened body to expose it to maximum warmth. A beady yellow eye regarded me cautiously, uncertain if I represented a threat.
In junior high, my little brother Desmond had been an absolute lizard freak. I lost track of the number of times he'd thrust some arcane reptile textbook under my nose. If my memory was correct, the little creature watching me was Phrynosoma douglassii douglassi, the pigmy horned lizard. It blended almost perfectly into the speckled pumice surrounding it, resembling an oddly-shaped piece of lava. If I got myself killed today, I would never be able to share this chance encounter with Des. And, after the funeral, I would be blending into the soil just like the little horned lizard, only on a lot more basic level.
An hour later, the sun had fallen over the low rocky crest, and the horned lizard had scuttled off to burrow into the pumice for the night. I would have dozed if I could. One of the Kleinshrod brothers had come out of a small door on the left end of the front of the house, gone to the garage and driven a Toyota Landcruiser down to the door. He brought out several pieces of luggage and stuck them in the back of the Toyota, then disappeared back inside.
"Time to move, Gray," I said, poking Farrell on the shoulder. We slipped backward into the deeper shadows and headed for the bikes.
The first order of business was to get last-minute instructions from John. While Farrell got the bikes out in the open and turned the gas taps on, I punched the numbers. John picked up immediately, listened to what I had to say, then said, "Good luck, and try not to be overly destructive. The authorities must be investigating a fatal air crash, not a bloody shootout with bodies everywhere, and a plume of smoke rising from a burned-out ruin."
"Are you all ready?" I asked.
"Yes, and Sergeant Zemansky is in position somewhere between you and the driveway's end."
"Good luck, yourself," I said, and hung up.
A half-mile to go, and the fun would begin. The Kawasakis started one more time, and we rode sedately over to the narrow road, and headed down toward the helipad. Keeping the throttles barely twisted, we kicked up almost zero dust.
In books and movies, the final showdown is typically staged in some sort of Armageddon thunderstorm, rain sheeting down, visibility nil, and all the heroes' gear soaked. When the head seriously bad guy is cornered, great zaps of lightning strobe everything, turning the copious amounts of blood black and all the eyes crazed. The soundtrack crashes louder than the storm. At the end, the sun comes out, the world emerges re-born, and all is well enough.
We got the opposite: about zero wind, eighty degrees, and the lightest trilling of drab little birds flitting amongst the juniper. Not that I personally gave a shit, so long as we got the happy ending.
The helipad was a half-acre of asphalt surrounded on most of three sides by rocky outcroppings. The fourth side was the canyon and creek. We passed through a ten-foot-wide cut on the western edge and rode across the pad, mentally marking the locations of boulders that might serve later as cover. The route down to the processing building was wider, a good twenty feet. It hugged the side of the rim, slanting down to more level terrain.
No one challenged us as we cruised by the processing building, and the front of the house seemed deserted as we passed the Toyota and pulled to a stop by the main door.
We had just put the bikes up on the centerstands when Deirdre stepped out from beside one of the pillars flanking the door.
"Well, you're certainly punctual young ladies," she said, shooting us an incredible smile while tapping her watch with a forefinger. She wore a dark blue Armani business suit with just enough green thread in it to compliment her eyes. She spoke quietly. "Shall we get right on to business, then? Good. Mrs. Flores and the two houseboys left after the evening meal. They know nothing. The house staff does not mix with those who work in the laboratories in any way."
"Where's Tremaine?" Farrell asked.
"At this moment, probably coming down the stairs from a final check of the second floor. She will have heard your engines. November is with her. Maurice and Horst are likely close to entering the elevator to come down to this level. Maurice's personal helicopter is being refueled at the Lakeview Airport, and should be here within a half-hour. Everyone is armed, except November. Tremaine is carrying a silenced Mini-Mac 15."
"How much do you know?" I asked.
"That John knows who Maurice is, and intends to stop him. This is what you call a 'surgical strike.' Correct?"
"Yes," I answered.
"Good for John. I thought he might have been in Berlin near the end. Tremaine got Maurice out, of course. She is very resourceful." She gestured at the main doors. "Shall we begin, then? I shall run from you, attempting to stay between you and Tremaine, who should be near the fireplace. Once I am behind her, you two are on your own. My goal will be the cavalry sabers on the fireplace. Unfortunately, carrying a gun would tip my hand. I think I can finish Tremaine, but you must provide enough distraction."
Farrell grinned at her, reaching for the sheathed Kookri on her belt. "I can do better than those skinny sabers," she said, handing the big knife to Deirdre.
Deirdre unsnapped the sheath, examined the mechanism, then closed the blade again. "Thank you, darkling. I hope I can repay your trust. If this shouldn't turn out well, I'm sorry not to have known you both better." She walked swiftly to the doors, looking back at us just before she opened them. "One last thing," she said, "the couches are armored internally with kevlar-composite sheets. And expect considerable noise on my part." We unstrapped our weapons, unzipped them, and followed her in.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
I couldn't believe how cool Deirdre was, and I sure as hell didn't know why Farrell and I were following her so willingly. She was basically asking us to be cannon fodder.
Not that we had a lot of choice in the matter. Worse yet, we couldn't fire at Tremaine with Deirdre in the way, but at some point Tremaine would be able to fire at us.
Once through the doors, Deirdre yelled and took off to the left, leaping around and over the groupings of furniture. Tremaine and November stood between the fireplace and the stairwell. Tremaine reacted instantly, pushing November in the direction of the stairs.
Now everyone except November was on vamp-speed. The little girl ran in slow-motion toward the safety of the stairwell. Tremaine's gaze darted from November to us and back again, her tongue repeatedly moistening her lower lip.
"Stop them, Tremaine!" Deirdre yelled. "They're trying to kill us and destroy the Project."
Tremaine had the Mini-Mac up, attempting to get a clear field of fire. Deirdre clutched the Kookri under her left arm, zig-zagging toward Tremaine. We swung around the cluster of furniture nearest the door. Farrell went right while I went left. We ran laterally, crouching, thirty feet behind Deirdre.
Tremaine might not like modern weapons, but she knew how to use them. She bounced sideways to her right, keeping the Mini-Mac low, aiming for our legs, knowing that our body armor would protect our torsos. The instant Deirdre was past her, Tremaine started firing, her face twisted in rage. "Not me and not my sister!" she shouted.
The first hissing burst from the Mini-Mac missed Farrell. The second caught her at just below waist level with at least a couple of slugs. She spun partway round to land between a couch and a chair, scrambling for cover.
The third burst hit me in the right arm and shoulder and knocked me staggering back. My Jackhammer flew out of my hand, and I dove for cover behind the nearest couch.
On full auto, Tremaine tried to lead my flat dive. She must not've been used to firing at vamps, so only my legs were hit, but I never made the couch. As I crashed to the floor, my shoulder and thighs on fire, I saw Deirdre rise up beyond Tremaine's triumphant smile, heard the Kookri's blade snap open as Deirdre's arm came forward.
Tremaine heard it, too. Her expression changed to alarm as she started to turn around, toward the sound. Deirdre was way too quick for her. The Kookri went through Tremaine's neck like shit through a goose.
Tremaine's head spun away in a looping spiral, landing on the concrete in front of the fireplace with a sodden thump just as I hit the floor. Her decapitated body sank slowly to its knees and collapsed sideways, twin spurts of blood spurting from its neck. From the safety of the stairwell, November began to scream.
Maurice Birnbaum stepped around the side of the fireplace, his Glock-19 up and ready. Horst Kleinshrod, his face ashen, followed him, carrying a briefcase and a laptop.
Birnbaum never hesitated. He coolly put three shots into Deirdre's back before she could draw a breath. From less than fifteen feet away, they knocked her flat, right next to Tremaine's corpse. In the stairwell, November shut up. I heard her footsteps retreat up the stairs.
I couldn't see Farrell, and the Jackhammer was nowhere in sight, either. I was out in the open and out of options, except faking it, which made good sense at the moment. My legs were less than functional, though I could probably crawl. I lay gasping on the concrete, willing my right arm to knit faster, my good arm jammed against a heavy coffee table by my backpack.
Birnbaum could see Farrell, apparently, and he was absolutely livid, pissed at everybody. "Warum jetzt?" he screamed, waving his pistol in the air. 'Why now?' Horst quailed away from him, holding the briefcase to his chest for protection. Birnbaum's head swung to and fro, his rage so intense it practically filled the room. I kept perfectly still, my eyelids nearly closed, but my pistol was out, clutched under my stomach in my left hand.
Finally Birnbaum forced himself to calm down, dragging in slow lungsful of air. Standing over Deirdre's body, he gestured with the Glock, first at Horst, who turned even whiter, then in our direction.
"Take your pistol, Horst. Kill those two. Shoot them in their heads, twice each. Throw their bodies down the chute by the laboratory." He looked at Tremaine, shaking his head. "Tremaine also." Then he reached down, hauled Deirdre's limp form up and threw her over his shoulder. The Armani was soaked with her blood, and one low-heeled Ferragamo loafer had come off her foot. Draped over Birnbaum's shoulder, she didn't move. "This Irlandische Hundin is mine," he said. 'Irish bitch,' huh? Poor Deirdre.
Horst knew murder when he saw it, though, and he was reluctant. "Sir..," he began.
Birnbaum smiled at him, gesturing at Deirdre and Tremaine with his pistol, his voice soft and reasonable. "Horst, do this thing for me, and I will give you the gift. You can take their place at my side. You will be with me forever. Think of it!" Jeez, he was offering the kid the Change!
Horst was sold. "Yes, sir," he said, his obedience returning. Boy, that was quick. Those reasonable Germans.
"Good," Birnbaum replied, resting a hand on Horst's shoulder. "Clean everything up afterward. Have Adi come over to help you." He looked in our direction again. "Pull them away from the carpet before you execute them." He shook Deirdre. "I will drop this one out in the Cascades, from fifteen thousand feet up. She will see her death coming up to meet her! Now I must depart for Portland." He turned to go. "You have my deepest trust, Horst. I know you will not disappoint me." And he left, Deirdre still over his shoulder, taking the briefcase and laptop with him.
When he heard the door shut behind Birnbaum, Horst walked determinedly over to Tremaine's severed head, lined himself up with it, and kicked it into the fireplace hearth with a leaden thump. "End goal," he said softly, satisfaction dripping from each word. He straightened, smiling widely, unholstered his own Glock, and began to walk toward me, the pistol at his side. Horst liked his work better, it seemed, with forever at the finish. I curled my index finger around my Beretta's trigger.
Forever is a long time, though, and Horst had used up too much of it already. As he got closer, he smiled even wider, and I realized that he didn't know Farrell and I were Changed. I slid my Beretta out from under me. I needn't have bothered. When Horst brought his pistol up, Farrell pulled herself to her feet behind him, grabbing his wrist with one hand, and plucking the Glock away with the other. I had never been so glad to see anyone in my life.
"Hel-lo, Horst," she said, grinning from ear-to-ear, pinning Horst's arms, and pulling his head back. She looked at me around his stretched neck. "You want the giblets or the lights, Megs? Or maybe just a long drink?"
I got both giblets and lights -- with drinks, I think. The Need was waiting, eternally eager, clawing at my mind, and this time I unleashed it, surrendering to its will. The liquid fire I'd felt while kneeling over Eddie Martin surged through my body. After that, things got pretty vague. I remember warm, wet, sweet, and little else. Farrell and I dismantled Horst. Five minutes later I wasn't a virgin vampire anymore, and I was back together again. All in all, it was a lot more enjoyable than losing that other virginity had been. And we'd remembered to drag Horst off the carpet. Which was just as well, since he seemed to have developed a severe open abdomen and chest problem.
"We got less than fifteen minutes, Farrell," I said.
She rummaged through Horst's pockets. "I'll get his keys," she said, tossing his Glock into the fireplace.
I walked to where Tremaine lay. She was on her stomach; couldn't say 'face-down' anymore. Taking a deep breath, I pried the Mini-Mac out of her right hand, wishing I had a towel or a sheet -- anything -- to cover her with. Horrible though she'd been, she'd still been one of us. I didn't want to look at her neck, I for sure wasn't going to look at her head, but there was a lot less blood on the pebbled concrete than I would've thought. Still plenty, though.
Farrell came up beside me as I stood, pointing to the stairwell. I nodded, and together we walked over and looked up the stairs to the first landing. November peered around the corner at us, her small, ravaged face wet with tears.
The instant we appeared, she scrambled up the stairs, out of sight. "You'll be okay, November," Farrell called to her. "Go upstairs and stay put. We'll be back to get you later." November gave no sign that she'd heard anything Farrell said; only silence came from the stairs.
I shrugged at Farrell, and we ran to the elevator. I'd recovered the Jackhammer, and Farrell was carrying the Mini-Mac, her La France slung over her left shoulder. Farrell keyed the elevator to the basement. The moment the door slid open, we took the hundred-yard hallway at a full-out sprint, on tip-toe yet, to keep our boot-strikes as quiet as possible.
Farrell stuck the key into the lock at the other end of the hall as I put my Beretta up against the thumb-pad. She pulled my hand away, shaking her head and grunting.
"Na uh problum, Megs," she said quietly, reaching in her mouth and bringing out Horst's severed thumb. She stuck it up against the pad, turning the indicator light green.
At my disgusted look, she whispered, "Hey, had to keep it warm. These things have heat sensors, ya know. And I don't think you should be looking so critical when you've got liver embedded under your fingernails." Grinning, she popped the thumb back into her mouth and swallowed it. "Calcium," she said, opening the door cautiously. The hall was clear. "Check the break room, Megs. I'll get the power panel. Dark and knives sounds good. Whistle when it's clean."
McCarty was in the break room. He didn't quite get his pistol out. I am happy to report that his smoking is no longer a problem. When I whistled, the whole complex went dark. There was a lot of yelling, then angry cursing, followed by the ever-popular screaming once we got going. Farrell went down the stairwell nearest the processing building; I took the far one. Floor-by-floor, in pitch-blackness, we killed them. I didn't find either Siegfried or Roy, so Farrell must have done them. Our infra-red vision, it turned out, is quite acute, but it is really hard to avoid gouts of blood in the dark. Tobe Hooper would have loved what we looked like, I'm sure.
We didn't get them all, though. When we met back at the power panel, panicked footsteps clattered ahead of us up the metal steps to the building overhead.
"Shit," said Farrell, "we fucking missed one!"
When we flew out the top of the stairwell, Adi Kleinshrod, sans helmet, was frantically pushing the starter button on the farthest 650. Kawasaki engineering paid off for him, and he was moving before we could reach him. The big scooter shot through the main doors with its front tire touching down about every twenty feet.
Farrell leapt onto one of the other bikes, started it, and took off after him. By then, Adi led her by almost two hundred yards, and Farrell hadn't even reached the bridge when his brake light came on for the driveway's first sharp left-hander. She could catch him by cutting down the ridge between the driveway's curves, but vamp skills do nothing for engine power or piss-poor suspension.
I needn't have worried. Something flashed out of the boulders beyond the curve with a abrupt chatter, and Kleinshrod's Kawasaki disintegrated in an explosive fireball.
Some of the larger portions of Adi Kleinshrod and his 650 rose up out of the rolling flames before falling back into them. Trying to stop, Farrell put her bike sideways so hard that both wheels skipped violently. Even so, she came to a halt no more than fifty feet from the ball of fire soaring into the sky. She sat and looked at it for a few seconds, then spun the 650 around and roared back to me.
Tom Zemansky and the grenade-tossing Mark 19 Heavy Machine Gun were an efficient team. I wondered how in hell he was going to clean up that mess before the authorities arrived.
Not our problem. I could hear the first faint sounds of a small helicopter off in the distance, coming rapidly closer. I ran to meet Farrell, my arms full of weaponry.
Farrell slid to an almost-stop, and I jumped on behind her, one arm around her waist as she leaned into the tank to keep the front end down. We ripped off, the back end slewing wildly from one side to the other.
To the casual viewer, we must have presented quite a spectacle as we burned up the asphalt toward the helipad, certainly the equal of many circus acts. Not that there are a shitload of circus acts featuring blood-drenched clowns, you understand.
Farrell kept the Kawi close to the bank and its sheltering terrain as we approached the helipad, slowing dramatically and pointing the bike between two tall boulders. The Toyota, Birnbaum, and Deirdre were out of sight, and the approaching helicopter probably made enough noise to cover our arrival. The scooter stopped, stubbed up against a rock face. We hopped off, then crept silently through the boulders, finally peering over the side of a giant ledge of bedrock at the scene below.
If Birnbaum hadn't held Deirdre up against his front, and been casting nervous glances in the direction of the house, the scene would have looked nearly normal. Luggage, briefcase, and laptop were piled by his feet. Deirdre's head lolled on her shoulders; she was still limp as a dishrag. My guess was that Birnbaum had been behind the Land Cruiser, and the proximity of his ticket away from here had drawn him out. Certainly the absence of Kleinshrods had to worry him, and he must have heard Adi's 650 leave this mortal plane. Thinking of Horst, I licked my lips. Dear sweet Horst. His memory would stay with me forever -- or at least until I flossed and brushed.
If we could get behind Birnbaum, we could pop him. But not from this angle, not with Deirdre in the way, and time was rapidly running down. C'mon, John.
Birnbaum's ride appeared on the horizon, skimming lightly over the ridgetops with the sinking sun behind it, a mayfly compared to the much larger Apache. From the contour of the cockpit and the position of the tail rotor, the little ship was a Bell four-seater. Two auxiliary fuel tanks hugged the fuselage, plenty enough to go all the way to Portland.
Farrell was watching Birnbaum through her gunsights, cursing quietly in frustration. When she finally spoke, she kept her voice low.
"I think Deirdre's croaked, Megs, but Birnbaum's moving enough so I can't be sure she isn't breathing. Piss!"
The Bell headed into the final short climb that small helicopters do before dropping down into the kind of air currents that lifted along the sides of the rimrock.
It was a great day for fireballs.
Just as the Bell slanted down through the orange globe of the setting sun, the white lance of a Starstreak missile shot up from behind and beneath it, skewering it like a kebab. The fuel tanks blew out sideways as the Starstreak exploded, splitting the small ship in half before the expanding sphere of burning fuel engulfed the entire craft.
A wall of hot air hit us, showering our faces with pumice. I felt my ears pop. Wreckage rained down on the dry grass and sagebrush. The tail was the only recognizable piece, flipping slowly away from the main explosion.
"Holy shit," said Farrell.
We couldn't hear what Birnbaum said, but his lips were moving and he took several steps back, his pistol reflexively coming up. He almost dropped Deirdre.
I didn't blame him.
The 'Jinkerbelle II' rose beyond the shrinking fireball, a roaring Phoenix, the sun outlining it almost touching the horizon.
Birnbaum pointed his Glock at the hovering monster as it drifted closer, but he didn't fire. Smart man, the big pistol less than a gnat against weaponry that could take out a half-dozen Iraqi tanks in no more time than it took to recite a couple of bawdy limericks.
Jane turned on the loudspeakers, and sprightly music rose over the steady 'whup-whup' of the Apache's main rotors. My German is not that good, but the song seemed to have something to do with red roses and happiness, in that order.
Whatever it was, Birnbaum certainly recognized it. His mouth fell open, and the Glock, which he had been pressing into the side of Deirdre's neck, dropped to hang at his side. And now the Apache spoke to him.
"Martin," it said, in German. "Ich bin zuruck, meine treue freund! Ich bin zuruck!" 'I am back, my true friend.' The voice wasn't familiar, but I could guess who it was. Adolf Hitler -- the Fuhrer.
That damn John. And only vamp ears could pick up Birnbaum's reply.
"Mein Fuhrer." If Birnbaum could've knelt and still hung on to Deirdre, he would've. His first love had returned from the dead.
The combination of dust spun up by the hovering Apache and smoke from the fire licking through the brush around the Bell's funeral pyre made visibility increasingly iffy, particularly near the edge of the canyon. A figure in uniform climbed up over the lip of the helipad, strode several paces forward through the haze, and raised its right arm in salute. The crud in the air swirled away momentarily.
"Heil Hitler!" John, wearing the grey wool dress uniform of an SS-Sturmbannfuhrer, the equivalent of Major in our forces. His silver insignia glistened, his boots shone, medals gleamed -- a Maltese Cross over his heart, the Iron Cross around his neck. Standing with his arm lifted, he cut one hell of an impressive figure. Damn, those people knew how to dress for effect.
Birnbaum was nearly dumbstruck. He definitely bought the concept. His pistol fell from nerveless fingers, thumping onto the asphalt, and Deirdre sagged in his arms. His right arm came up. He managed to speak after swallowing a few times.
"Heil Hitler!"
Deirdre's right hand snaked into her left sleeve.
There is a point just below where the spinal cord exits the skull where it is possible to sever the cord itself without screwing up the blood supply to the brain.
Deirdre knew the spot. Her long, slender stiletto drove right through Birnbaum's open mouth and into his spine. Gagging, he collapsed like a sack of flour.
Before the stiletto flashed again, Deirdre took Birnbaum's face in her hands and said, very sweetly, "Thanks so much for everything, Maurice! Or should I say, 'Martin.' And, just for the record, I killed Bogard, not the police."
She let his head fall to the pavement. Then she laughed, the same laughter, I was certain, that was the last thing heard by Conchubhar, King of Ulster.
Deirdre cut his throat and bent to the healing elixir that geysered forth.




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
So there we were, in front of the gods and everybody, with one of us tanking up. 'Everybody' being Tomlinson and Brodsky, hanging in the air, two hundred feet away, while Deirdre got herself back together.
John stepped between the hovering Apache and the feeding Deirdre, making it seem, if you discounted the lightning strike of the stiletto, that what you were seeing was a stricken woman mourning a friend or lover.
Deirdre was that neat. If there was a vampire book of etiquette, I was sure she could write it.
When she finished, reborn of Birnbaum's blood, John took Deirdre's hand and pulled her gently up. They embraced. He brushed her bangs back from her forehead, looking in her eyes. They smiled at one another, then kissed. It was a movie kiss from the forties, lingering and filled with love.
I swallowed, my heart in my throat. Farrell sniffed -- twice, though she says only once -- and we both stood up on our ledge and clapped loudly.
While we clambered down and ran across the helipad to the happy couple, John leaned down and picked up Birnbaum's corpse by the belt, waving the 'Jinkerbelle II' in for a landing.
Once the Apache was down on the asphalt, its rotors still turning, Jane threw out a coiled twenty-foot length of cable with clips on both ends. Carrying Birnbaum's body to the side of the helicopter, John attached one cable end to Birnbaum's belt and the other to a metal loop just inside Jane's hatch. Then he duct-taped a small charge to the clip on Birnbaum's belt, and tossed the control box to Jane, miming pushing the button that would set off the charge.
Jane was more interested in our appearance than the business at hand. Even Richard, visible through the glass, looked concerned.
"You guys really alive under all that?" she asked, her features distressed.
"Oh, yeah, no problem," Farrell replied. "Megs fell in a vat of calf blood while we were battling the satanists, and I had to rescue her." She looked at me with a 'tut-tut' expression, shaking her head. "She's such a klutz." I managed to look indignant.
Jane laughed in relief, spun her index finger vertically, and the 'Jinkerbelle II' swung up into the darkening sky. When they were directly over the vigorously burning remains of the Bell, Jane popped the explosive charge, and Maurice Birnbaum's body cart-wheeled down into the flames. Then, as Jane reeled in the cable, Richard gunned the Apache's enormous General Electric engines and blew out the periphery of crackling brushfires like the world's biggest fan. With a last little jink to the left and right in salute, the big gunship wheeled around and slipped away into the gathering night.
The four of us watched the Apache disappear over the orange horizon until it was gone, the sound of the rotors fading. Farrell and I held hands; so did John and Deirdre.
"Well, enough pomp and circumstance, my dears," said Deirdre briskly, turning from the ongoing Viking funeral we'd given Martin Bormann. She smiled at John and squeezed his hand, though, as she uttered the words. "Someone is coming, and I sincerely hope it's one of your confederates."
It was. Zemansky and the Hummer dieseled around the corner and pulled up beside us. He'd stowed the Mark 19 back under its tarp. He examined Farrell and me briefly, his nose wrinkling. "Don't try to tell me that the other guys look or smell worse, Sirs," he said. "And don't worry about the guy on the bike. I pulled some rocks down on the driveway with the winch, made it look like he hit one of 'em." He cocked an eyebrow at John. "Ready, Sir?" he asked.
"In a moment, Sergeant," said John. He addressed Farrell and me, trying not to smile. "Ms. Konrad will handle the authorities, I'm certain. Help her in any way you can. I might suggest that clean-up detail be first."
John and Deirdre faced one another, both awkward now, smiling self-consciously.
"It was nice of you to drop by, John," she said. "You certainly know how to make an entrance, and that was wonderful distraction. I won't ask about your lovely uniform, but before you leave, would you tell me about the music? It certainly had an effect on Maurice."
John did his cute lop-sided smile. "In Berlin, near the end, in Hitler's bunker, the staff had a gramophone, but only one recording. The song was 'Red Roses Bring You Happiness.' I knew Birnbaum would recognize it."
Shaking her head in wonderment, Deirdre asked, "Shall we see one another before seventy more years pass?"
"I'll call," he said, smiling dryly.
"You do that," said Deirdre, equally parched.
Then their control snapped, and they were kissing again. Zemansky looked away, embarrassed. I grabbed Farrell's hand. The lovers pulled away from each other reluctantly, fingertips trailing in one final touch. John climbed into the Hummer, Zemansky drove up the narrow exit road, and they disappeared.
Deirdre snatched up the luggage, briefcase, and laptop, and ran toward the Land Cruiser, talking as she threw them into the rig. "I'll drive to the house and phone the authorities. The Plush Volunteer Fire Department should be here soon. The metal doors that hide the entry to the laboratory resemble those over a large shop vehicle lift. Shut the main door, close them, lock them from beneath. Come back into the house through the tunnel. The authorities will be so interested in the crash that there should be no problem. Only the tracks from John's vehicle could give them any visible hint of what happened." She sighed as she looked us over, shooing away the deerflies that had gathered around the three of us. "Did you bring other clothing?"
We nodded.
"Good. I shall see you in the house." She started the Toyota, cut as neat a cookie as you can on asphalt, and sped off. We sprinted to the 650, hauled it out to the pavement, erased its tracks with a piece of sagebrush, and raced back to the processing building. According to my watch, we had five minutes, tops.
It took three minutes to secure everything and recover our backpacks, even at vamp speed. We left all our weapons, except for the Berettas, in the tunnel. When we stepped out of the elevator, Deirdre was just coming from the phone in the kitchen.
"I forgot to ask," she said, as we hurried down the hall to the main room. "How is November?"
"In one piece when we saw her last," I said, "on the stairs."
"Good," Deirdre replied. "We'll hide Tremaine's corpse, along with November, on the third floor. You will be two friends of mine who just happened to be visiting on their dirt motorcycles."
"Marlene will remember us from the office," said Farrell. We were now nearing the back side of the fireplace.
"Yes," Deirdre started to say, when all three of us saw the little yellow bucket sitting on the aggregate floor, a scrub-brush handle sticking up out of it. We rushed around the corner of the fireplace.
November lay curled against Tremaine, her mutilated face covered in blood, her arms cradling Tremaine's severed head. She seemed to be either asleep or unconscious. The little girl had done her duty. There was no trace of blood anywhere on the pebbled concrete, even near Tremaine's headless body.
Which was no longer headless.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
"Dearest Goddess," Deirdre gasped, bending over the two silent forms, reaching out a trembling hand to touch Tremaine's bald, re-grown skull. Farrell and I could only stare wordlessly as Deirdre ran her fingers over the unscarred neck and reconstituted features of the unconscious woman.
Deirdre rose from her examination, visibly shaken. "Age. It has to be age. Tremaine was so ancient that her body's systems could rebuild her if they halted her blood loss in time. And she was left undisturbed."
Even whole again, Tremaine didn't look well. Pale, emaciated, and breathing rapidly, she had been too close to bleeding out. Deirdre saw the situation in an eyeblink.
"She needs fluids badly. So does November. I'll carry Tremaine. One of you take November. First tuck what you left of Horst in the kitchen."
The old Deirdre was back on line.
Farrell gently lifted November's little body in her arms. "She's hot. Shit, she must be sick!"
Deirdre hoisted Tremaine in her own arms, laughing, as she hurried toward the elevator. "Oh, she is, my daughter. She's undergoing the Change. Remember that Tremaine told her victims what we are, how we became that way. November is a swift-minded and pragmatic child. She drank and licked up whatever blood she could, then scrubbed away the rest. Her small size let the Change begin sooner, just as Tremaine's great age allowed her to reconstitute herself."
We were at the elevator now, me with Tremaine's head, the bucket, and the Kookri. Deirdre punched the button before continuing. "The fever must have overtaken November before she could put away the bucket. Unable to walk, she collapsed beside Tremaine. By then, she must have seen what was happening to Tremaine." The elevator door opened, and I punched us up to the third floor.
"It's the showers for us all," said Deirdre, hers and Tremaine's the only faces not smeared with flaking, dried and drying blood.
We got lucky. Deirdre made it back downstairs only seconds before the fire trucks arrived. There were four rigs in all, one from the Hart Mountain Antelope Refuge, and one big water truck from some logging show in the National Forest.
By the time we came down, clean as the proverbial whistles in our traditional shorts and T-shirts, Deirdre sat on a couch, clutching a handkerchief, dabbing at her eyes as she told the Fire Marshall the tragic story of her employer's fiery death. In fact, her performance was so convincing I even found myself gulping a few times, more after she went into a new round of blubbing when informed of Adi Kleinshrod's deadly crash.
No one noticed the odd bits of torn flesh and suspicious stains from where Farrell and I had been hit by the rounds from the Mini-Mac, but it was fairly dark in the room and we were twenty feet away from most of it. The air-conditioning had removed any odors a normal person could smell, and Deirdre was Academy Award material.
In short, we got away with murders, twenty-three by actual count, over twenty verified by the Connolly-Gray taste-test method. Not a bad night's work, all in all.
By midnight it was over, though there might be more questions tomorrow and later. When everyone had left, an ambulance loaded with the three official bodies, we dumped Tremaine's head, Horst Kleinshrod, and the laboratory personnel down the chute into what Deirdre assured us was a very roomy underground cavern. Then, while Deirdre returned to the bedsides of November and Tremaine, Farrell and I cleaned things in the big meeting room, and scrubbed out the hidey-hole in the kitchen where we'd stuffed Horst's body. Wouldn't want the excellent Mrs. Flores to be angry with us.
It was 01:00 hours when we got back to the third floor. Tremaine hadn't awakened yet, but a feverish and sweaty November had been into the bathroom once. Deirdre had a calcium drip going in one of Tremaine's arms, glucose in the other. Tremaine's sick look had vanished when her fluid levels rose, but she was noticeably thinner after her rebuild.
"I always keep a few things like this around, in case of emergency," Deirdre explained, pointing to the drip bottles. You can't be too careful." No wonder she and John got along so well. Talk about birds of a frigging feather!
I looked down into Tremaine's sleeping features, imagining the furious nano-activity inside her skull, as her brain re-formed and all the connectors and relays re-established themselves. A faint fuzz covered her scalp and marked her eyebrows and eyelashes. She didn't seem to have any hair in her nose, though.
Farrell sat on November's bed, stroking the little girl's warm forehead with a cool, wet washcloth.
"Well," said Deirdre, standing, "you two seem to be fine baby-sitters." She looked at her Rolex. "I need to phone John and see if you can stay for a few more days…"
"Try and stop us," said Farrell.
Deirdre smiled at her. "…and arrange for a chartered helicopter to pick me up at seven o'clock this morning."
We gaped at her. "Why?" we said.
She gave us a look reserved for small children and idiot relatives. "Maurice may be gone, but the Genesis 6 Project goes on. I have all the paperwork and information concerning the Project, and the legal papers transferring Birnbaum Enterprises to the names of Tremaine and myself have only to be filed with Lake County and the State of Oregon. Remember my work with official documents during World War II. It stood me in good stead. Maurice's signature is on everything. So, I do have to be in Portland by ten o'clock this morning."
"I've got a question for you," said Farrell, raising her hand for attention. "How did Tremaine get Bormann out of Berlin?"
"Tremaine was doing her nasty work in a hospital research lab in Berlin. She met Bormann, sensed his drive, dedication, and, more importantly, his greed. She gave him the Change after locating someone who almost perfectly resembled Bormann. That was the exhumed corpse which the German government now believes was Martin Bormann."
We told her John's story about discovering the alleged Bormann body, and the trace of the two Changed who had drained it and that of Stumpfegger.
"The Changed, of course, were Bormann and Tremaine," said Deirdre.
"What about the dental records in Washington, D.C.?" I asked.
"Tremaine again. You might imagine that security in the late forties was not what it is now. Tremaine arranged documentation which allowed her into the necessary archives. She changed the dental records to those of the body supposed to be Bormann's." She looked over at Tremaine, almost fondly. "They also looted every Nazi repository containing any art works, gold, other precious metals, or funds of any kind. It totalled quite a few billions in today's money, and Maurice built it vastly." Her smile became quite smug. "I could buy Microsoft tomorrow."
"And," Deirdre continued, "I'll have some papers for you two and John to sign in the next few days. Since you have forever, you may as well own a piece of the future."
"You planned this?" asked Farrell and I together.
Deirdre nodded. "Yes…and no. As I told you on Monday, I truly believe in the Project, but I also have an ongoing interest in where the Change originated." Her gaze went far away for a few moments.
"Sometime in the Fifth Century, perhaps about the time your Seska met Tremaine, I was moving south through the Rocky Mountains. The riverine cultures to the east had fallen, high summer had melted most of the snow, and this particular ex-goddess was, as you youngsters would probably say, 'looking for a new gig.'" She smiled, and I envied John.
"In the southern part of what is now Colorado, on a trail used by native tribespeople, I came across the scent of someone Changed. In fact, several someones, and I followed the trace until I found them. They were seated around a campfire, wearing clothing not much different from what you two are wearing now. They had advanced communications equipment, obvious energy weapons, and they were not exactly human."
"Real space aliens?" asked Farrell.
"As I said, dear, human, but not exactly. Their hair was dark blond, short, with a broad black stripe running through it, from their foreheads to the nape of their necks. Their scents were as identical as were they. Clones, I am certain."
I pointed at the ceiling. "From 'out there.'
"Yes. They also had vertically-slit pupils, and short prehensile tails. Quite dextrous, too, those tails. So, yes, I believe they were from 'out there,' but human-derived, with modifications. Bred for some purpose. In any event, I slipped off after watching them for several hours, but I will never forget them."
"Do you think we'll find them?" I asked.
"Yes," said Deirdre, "or remains of their culture. Perhaps something like Maurice's dream of a Changed Empire. I do not know, but we will find out. And, as to the other part of my motive, I have the habit of eliminating evil when it comes my way. You'll remember that they've never found the initial Green River Killer. He's one of several this century that I found first. Once I discovered that Maurice Birnbaum and Martin Bormann were one and the same, and that he was harboring something like Tremaine…well, my task was clear. Thanks to you, I've succeeded, and been able to right my own mistake with John, I hope. So I owe you, my daughters, more than I can say."
"What about Tremaine?" I asked. "She did yell 'Not my sister!' when she thought we were after you."
Deirdre sighed. "She did have some emotional ties to me, but only with regards to our mutual connection with Konrad. Each time she saw or smelt me, she had to have been reminded of what he gave her. So, Tremaine, I think, has been rehabilitated, to my utter amazement. The woman I wanted, no, needed, to kill, must now be essentially dead. She may dream her former hideous life, before she met Konrad and Changed, but the marks it left then will not be the same now. Her Changed life has been lost beyond all recall, I suspect. The young Lapplander child so hideously scarred both inside and out will become the adult she should have been. She and November can continue on, healing one another." Deirdre paused as she started through the doorway.
"Even the Bormann family will see a final end to the Fuhrer's Secretary. The eldest child, Adolph Martin Bormann, is today a Catholic priest. I shall send him those few personal items, saying that a cache of his father's belongings inadvertently turned up here in the States."
"So," Deirdre said finally, her smile a little tired now, "to use a pop-psychology term that I would never have imagined using, my young warriors, it's closure."




EPILOGUE:
Two weeks after the Bormann file was closed, Farrell and I were in Bend to pick up some mail at the main post office. John likes to go to Bend, so we don't have a box in Redmond. I can't complain. Bend is the main destination resort area in Central Oregon, so it's always fun. And we were between jobs, with John -- big surprise -- taking a few days off in Lake County.
This particular day was more fun than usual. We had what Farrell and I still call 'The Heterosexual Incident.'
We were doing some light shopping in downtown Bend. Hadn't bought anything, just strolled around, picked up a package at the post office. Lunch had been mentioned, mostly by Farrell. We paused by a corner a few blocks away from the core tourist area. The streets were nearly traffic-free. As we tried to decide which direction to take, a voice rang out from behind us.
"Hey, guys! You know where we can find some women and some beer?" Hearty male laughter followed.
Farrell's shoulders tensed. Mine, too. We turned toward the voice. Three young men sat waiting for the light to change, in an orange Toyota crummy with 'Scanlon Timber Resources' on the side in blue block letters. Grinning and obnoxious college kids here for a summer job, from their looks. All three had crewcuts and thick jock necks.
We sauntered over to the little truck, stepping off the curb. The one in the back was the talker, as is usually the case. The kid on our side of the front seat looked a touch nervous as we approached, the driver much less so, bouncing in his seat.
I took off my sunglasses, stuck them in a pocket, and looked the trio over.
"Look, Farrell, it's some timber monkeys. Aren't they cute?"
"Sure are, Megs. Must be from the Primate Center over at Oregon State. You got any peanuts?"
"Gee, sure don't." I shook my head in mock concern. "Never have stuff like that when you need it, I guess."
"Hey, suck my cock, dyke!" The stocky guy in the back seat would be the loudest, too, of course. He was getting more excited by the minute. We'd surprised them. They'd expected us to just leave, with no messy confrontation, but we hadn't. Now they had a ready-made good time. And it smelled like they'd already found the beer.
Farrell ignored him, faking a little frown. She took off her own shades, tucked them away, then put her hands on the lower edge of the rear window and peered in at the loud one. The light had turned green, but they made no effort to leave. We must have been the highlight of their day. Harassing dykes was too good a deal to pass up, apparently, even if the Scanlon owners might not care for this particular usage of their truck.
Still frowning, Farrell said, "I forget my biology. Are these the ones with the little tiny penises, like gorillas?"
I grinned, nodding in agreement. "I think so. And you'll notice that only the one is mature enough to talk."
The driver chimed in. "Hey, I can talk, you lesbo bitches! Fuck you." The light was red again.
Farrell grinned her best nasty smile at the one nearest us. Under his tan, he was getting more and more flushed. The backseat dude worked himself up to a higher pitch, spouting some great uninspired hate.
I wanted to scream that we had just offed frigging Martin Bormann two weeks ago, and did we really give a rat's ass how big their dicks were? But I didn't. The fun had gone far enough, been swell, but it was time to go now.
Apparently feeling the same, Farrell looked at me, her gaze questioning. I tipped my head toward the front of the rig, walked two steps to the back, laid down my package, bent and grabbed the rear quarterpanel just behind the wheelwell. Catching my drift, Farrell did the same at the front end. There was still no other traffic.
"Three, Megs!" On three, we heaved upward. The little rig turned over onto its left side with a great crashing and crunching of metal, dumping its occupants on top of one another. I reclaimed the package, and we stepped back onto the sidewalk. They yelled and cursed, thrashing around inside the crummy, trying to untangle themselves, all accompanied by the sounds of breaking bottles. I had a feeling those three unfortunate lads may have been violating Oregon's open container law.
We forced ourselves to walk calmly around the corner. Then we ran up the block to the east before turning south and dropping back down to a stroll, somehow managing to hold it in long enough to duck into Griff's, a sandwich shop on Bond Street. We fell into a booth and dissolved into helpless laughter.
After I got my hiccups back under control, I said, "Well, there go our trips downtown for the next few weeks, until the colleges are back in session. They'd recognize us in a second. Scanlon'll be upset about their rig, too. Damn good thing that wasn't a full-sized crummy. We would've popped something."
Wiping her eyes, Farrell nodded. "No shit. It went over pretty easy, though, after the first six inches."
"Things are always easier after the first six inches, Gray. Those guys we just met would tell you that."
She sat back in her seat, glaring at me in frustration.
"You are just sick, sometimes, Connolly. Just sick."
I pretended to examine the menu. "Stick with me, Farrell. You'll learn all kinds of neat stuff. Some real wisdom, you hang around long enough."
It suddenly became very quiet on the opposite of the booth. Lowering the menu, I raised my eyebrows.
"What?"
Farrell reached a tanned hand across to mine. "'Stick with me,' huh, Megs? That's what this is all about. You and me. Nothing else. The rest is frosting, even John, Deirdre, and November."
I felt my eyes starting to brim. "Don't get all gushy on me, Gray. My lacrimal ducts won't take it." I slid the long package over the table. "Here, open this. Might distract you, before you make me cry."
After giving me a soft and gentle smile, which is mega-scary, Farrell began to open the package. The thing was really strapped up. Finally she brought out another smaller, long and slender box with her name on it, an envelope, and a packet of pictures. While she worked the second box open, she handed me the other items. I read the note first.
'Dearest Children,' it began, 'the enclosed package is for you, Farrell. Things are going well here in the aftermath of Maurice's terrible accident. Some expatriate Russian gentlemen from Southern California came by to see about taking over our product line, and I'm afraid they ended up staying. Tremaine is as efficient in her work as before, although I must say that she's lost her tendency to play with her food. She and November are doing wonderfully well, as you can see from the enclosed pictures. Tremaine retained enough of her birth tongue from whatever gives us our dreams to rapidly re-learn English, and now also has a good working command of Russian. Thank the Goddess for television; it makes her acquisition of knowledge so much quicker.
'I'm writing this from the office. I have been in close contact with our Asian partners, and the Genesis 6 Project is going ahead as planned. Things are really quite busy, but I'm taking a few days off to allow John and me some time together. He will be here by the time you receive this.
'Please come down as soon as you can. November knows that you both played a large part in saving her, and remembers that you, Farrell, carried her up the stairs and cared for her. She is a sweet and dear child, if a bit precocious. Mrs. Flores' cooking is as good as ever, and we are all prospering. Love, Deirdre.'
I got the impression from the oblique wording in the note that Deirdre thought all our mail was passed through some intelligence unit before being delivered.
"Shit," said Farrell, "look at this thing!" There was a reason why the smaller box was long and slender, and it was damned obvious. Most of the device Farrell held in her hands was a solid section of bamboo tubing, with gold bands around it, and a large wind-up style key sticking out of the side, toward the rear. The ceiling lights reflected off the rounded golden front end, the bands, and the Chinese calligraphy inlaid into the bamboo. More calligraphy covered the box, with only two words in English, 'Woman's Helper.'
Deirdre had sent Farrell an antique dildo.
"Listen to this, Megs." She read the note aloud. "'Dear Darkling, please accept this old trinket as a gift. I purchased it in San Francisco in the thirties. Now that John has returned -- or I have -- I shan't need it any longer. Keep it as a memento of me. I know you and Megan won't need it, either, but thought it might give you a laugh. Love, Deirdre.'"
People at other tables were staring as Farrell sniffed it. "Farrell," I said, "just put it away, okay!" I opened the packet of pictures. The top one stopped me cold.
Tremaine and November stood in the sunlight under one of the ponderosa flanking the parking lot at the ranch. Tremaine looked strong, happy, and content, with hair like a grown-out crewcut. Her right arm lay around November's shoulders; November's left arm encircled Tremaine's waist. I had seen November with her new right eye, and without scars, but I had not seen her wide, bright smile. She looked so normal, so young, so perfect. And so miraculous. My heart caught, and my throat developed an instant lump. They looked like devoted sisters, one older, one younger.
Then I noticed what November carried in her right hand, held up against her hip, and I laughed.
A skateboard.
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