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Chapter 1
Shea Stadium


 

Rain beat against the wide windows of the promenade deck as the
massive form of the S.S. Lady of Angels descended through the
clouds.  The dirigible, one of the largest in the air, had
made the trip from Los Angeles to New York in just over twenty six
hours, almost two full hours ahead of schedule.  In a few
minutes, the mooring team would have it fastened to the ground at
LaGuardia, and its passengers would be debarking.  The great
golden craft was one of the latest generation of airships. 
Massive, as if someone had turned the Empire State Building on its
side and launched it through the air; Fast, propelled by six huge
steam powered propellers; but unlike the other two dozen gigantic
vessels at the airport, the Lady of Angels had only a few
passengers—the four members of the rock band the Ladybugs, their
managers, staff, and crew.

“Is it going to be raining at Shea Stadium?” asked Ruth, her
island accent a blend of American and British dialect.

“Yes,” answered Alexa Rothman.  “But don’t worry; you’ll
have a cover over you.”

“I assume the electrical will be covered too,” she said, but to
this there was no answer.

“We’re on the radio-vid again,” said Steffie, peering at the
nineteen inch monochrome monitor on the wall.  A female
reporter spoke into a microphone.

“It’s less than two hours before what some have dubbed the
concert of the century tonight at Shea Stadium, where performing
live for the first time in ten years, the greatest rock combo of
all time will begin the American leg of a historic world
tour.”  The image on the screen switched from the attractive
female reporter to images of thousands taking their places in the
stadium.  “The Ladybugs burst onto the world stage in 1963,
the head of the female invasion with their cover of Buddy Holly’s
Peggy Sue.  This was followed by a string of hits, most
written by the band’s four members.  At one point in 1965 the
group held sixteen spots concurrently on Billboard’s top one
hundred singles chart.  Releasing two to three albums a year
and maintaining a grueling tour schedule kept the Ladybugs at the
top, but then in 1967, weary of life on the road they moved to
their studios in the Virgin Islands, where they released such
cutting edge studio albums as Blessed Nobody, Platinum Dream, and
the self-titled double album.  Even as their last two albums
were being marketed however, longstanding personality and
management conflicts within the group broke it apart, and in 1970
the band split up, many believed forever.  Now, five years
later, hot on the heels of the Christmas release of Rebel Girls,
the band makes its triumphant return to the concert stage.”

The great dirigible had dropped below the cloud bank now,
turning majestically to start its final descent.  Stretching
out into the distance, one could make out the pillars of smoke
rising from a thousand different smokestacks, each belonging to one
of the many, many gigantic steam engines that provided electricity
for New York City.  The reporter on the radio-vid
continued.

“We have confirmation that the band’s airship is now arriving at
the airport.  All four members are confirmed to be
aboard.  As everyone knows, the Ladybugs are Steffie Sin,
Penny Dreadful (born Penelope Dearborn) both of Los Angeles;
Ep!phanee (born Theresa Maria Bergman) of Stockholm; and Ruth De
Molay, a native of the Virgin Islands.  Ep!phanee and Dreadful
have both released a series of successful solo albums while Sin and
De Molay have released music more sporadically, the latter focusing
on a successful movie career while the former has spent a great
deal of time in seclusion in Switzerland.”

 “Turn that shit off,” said Penny.

“I want to hear what people are saying about us,” replied
Ruth.

“Don’t pay any attention to her,” said Steffie.  “She’s
just pissed off because they used her real name on the air.”

“Penny Dreadful is my real name.  I had it legally
changed.”  She looked like she wanted to say more, but at that
moment the captain’s Texas drawl came over the speaker.

“Attention passengers.  As we come in for a landing at
LaGuardia, I’d like to express thanks on behalf of myself and the
company to all of you for flying Pan American Lines, and on a
personal note I’d like to say what a privilege it is to pilot the
greatest musicians of all time to their first concert of the
decade.  The crew and I will be looking forward to
transporting you safely to Chicago in two days time.  In the
meantime, break a leg.  Here in Queens, the temperature is a
balmy 62 degrees and the local time is 6:55 PM.”

“She has a lovely voice,” said Penny.

“She doesn’t know shit about music though,” said Steffie. 
“If we’re the greatest musicians of all time, where do you rate
Mozart, Beethoven, or Enrico Caruso?”

“Do we have time to get to the stadium?” asked Ruth.

“No problem,” assured Alexa, “assuming Piffy has her hair
done.”

The last two hours had been spent getting ready for the
concert.  The band members had donned their custom made
outfits, each a very expensive update of the costumes they had worn
on their 1964 tour.  Each consisted of spandex leggings and a
matching bustier.  Penny’s was bright red to match her hair
which been carefully formed into faux dreads.  Steffie’s was
black, contrasting with her platinum blond tresses, braided into
two massive pony tails and interwoven with white and black
ribbon.  Ruth’s was blue and her natural dreadlocks were held
back by a blue headband.

“I’m ready,” said Ep!phanee standing in the doorway in her own
blue outfit, her bright blue hair styled into two buns, one on
either side of her head.

The great dirigible made its landing and the crew began hustling
instruments to one of the six large airflivvers parked
nearby.  The band waited impatiently beneath the humongous
fusilage for their vehicle to be ready.  Each had pulled on
their goggles.  The air, while breathable, would burn one’s
eyes in a very short time without protection.

Alexa stepped close to them.  “We’re going in four separate
flivvers.”

“Why?” asked Ep!phanee.

“Safety.”

“They got another death threat on me,” said Penny.

“It’s that damned song,” said Steffie.  “I told you it was
going to be trouble.  People aren’t ready to accept
homosexuals.”

“We’re all homosexuals,” replied Penny.  “I’m just being
honest about it.”  Then she looked at Alexa.  “No
offense.”

“You know I still love you.”  Though Alexa had cut her hair
short, drawn on a pencil thin mustache, and was wearing a man’s
suit, she had made no attempt to hide her DD cup breasts.

“We’re all riding together,” said Ep!phanee.  “The fans
expect to see us climb out of the same hatch.”

“Are you sure?”

Without any further word, Ep!phanee held her umbrella up and
stepped briskly across the tarmac to the airflivver parked just in
front of the one the instruments had been loaded into.  The
others followed.  Once all five women were seated, the pilot
started the engine.  The long broad dragonfly wings on either
side of the vehicle began to flap in a circular motion.  The
crew, staff, and security piled into the other four craft, and the
six airflivvers lifted off together, sailing over the airport
terminal, turning in a gentle banking maneuver and winging their
way toward Shea Stadium. 

Airflivvers had come into use in the early days of the Science
War.  Afterwards they became common for commercial use. 
On their first visit to Shea Stadium in 1964, the group had flown
in an early Douglas model.  These were made by Mitsubishi, and
were not only state of the art, but were high class comfort as
well.

The convoy stayed below the cloud cover and weaved in and around
the great columns of black smoke that were rising into the
sky.  Within moments they were out of eyesight from LaGuardia,
and anyway, their attention was on what was before them rather than
what was behind.  They didn’t see the majestic airship in
which they had arrived suddenly explode, flattening nearby
buildings and spreading debris for miles.  They didn’t see the
fires that sprang up as flaming debris was strewn across the entire
airport.  Ep!phanee thought she heard something over the
airflivver wings, but she took no serious note of it.
  

In what seemed like an impossibly short time, they were circling
the stadium.  Even from several hundred feet in the air,
anyone could see that virtually every seat was filled. 
Thousands of flashbulbs began firing as the airflivvers
descended.  Even more flashbulbs went off once the vehicles
set down on the grassy field and disgorged their passengers. 
Tens of thousands of screaming fans created a deafening din as the
four band members rushed to the awning covered stage.  Once
there, they had to wait as their instruments were brought up,
though the amplifiers, electrical systems, and Ruth’s drums were
all waiting.

As the aircraft took off again, Ep!phanee looked down to see two
police officers talking to Alexa.  She shouted down to them,
asking what was going on, but the stadium was far too loud to hear
anything.  Alexa gave her two thumbs up.  Turning back to
the crowd, she waved and looked around.  The group was
completely surrounded by more than 55,000 people. 

At last all the instruments were arranged and plugged in. 
It looked like a guitar store.  Steffie had three different
basses and a Fender Stratocaster 12 string she needed for a single
song.  Most fans thought of Steffie as “the bass player”
because that’s what she did on stage.  In the studio, she
performed with almost any instrument.  She could play the
drums better than Ruth and the guitar almost as well as
Penny.  She could also shine on anything else that she could
strum, strike, or blow into.  Penny had twelve different
guitars, each on its own stand and each played for no more than
three songs.  The greatest guitarist alive (some said who had
ever lived) Penny could make a guitar do anything she wanted, but
the guitar had to feel right for the song.  Given the wrong
instrument, she was just as likely to bust it into splinters as
play it.  Piffy had only her Westinghouse Dreadful VII,
designed to the specifications of and named for her band mate,
though her harmonica, her tambourine, her cowbell, and her South
American guiro were resting on a stool. 

Just as Ruth had taken her seat behind the drums and the others
had slipped their straps over their heads, Mayor Stromfeld rushed
across the grass and up the steps to the stage.  Whatever
speech she had planned was quickly cast aside when she got to the
microphone.  The constant din of the crowd made it impossible
for anyone to really hear what she was going to say.  She kept
it short.

“New York welcomes the Ladybugs!”

Ruth began the drum roll that introduced the Ladybugs’ first
hit, Peggy Sue.  A second later, Steffie began laying down a
bass line and then Penny came in hammering on her Gretsch Jupiter
Thunderbird.  Piffy sang “I love you, Peggy Sue, with a love
so rare and true…” in a slightly deeper and some might say more
masculine voice than Buddy Holly had used in the original. 
The band played right into the second song without pause. 
She’s My Dream from their Into album was the first hit written by
Ep!phanee.  The crowd was screaming so loud that it was
difficult to hear the instruments even standing directly in front
of the amplifiers.  Looking out into the audience, Piffy
wondered how many were fans who had been here in ’64 and how many
were their daughters.

The band played hit after hit.  By the time Piffy started
singing Burn Me, accompanied only by Penny on the acoustic, the
noise had dropped low enough for them to actually hear
themselves.  It stayed at that level during the two new songs
and Winter Windows, but as soon as Penny introduced Rotting Garden
of Eden, the crowd went wild again.  Half a dozen fans burst
past barricades and had to be wrestled to the ground by
police.  Things changed again though for Tesla’s
Stepdaughters.  Half the stadium started singing along and
Piffy was so moved she felt tears welling up in her eyes. 
Then it was over.

The four Ladybugs set down their instruments, waved, and started
for their airflivver, which had just landed again on the
field.  They were halfway there when a mob of maybe three
hundred crashed through the police lines and came running toward
them.

“Go, go, go!” shouted Alexa, holding the flivver door open for
them.  The vehicle rose into the air just ahead of the waves
of screaming fans and before she had managed to close the
hatch.  “That was fantastic girls!” she shouted. 
“Everyone good?”

“That was a great show!” Ruth shouted, way too loudly for the
confines of the cabin.

“I’m pumped,” said Penny.  “I could definitely go for junk
food right now.”

“We’re not going to the Alexander?” asked Ep!phanee.

“No.  You have the Presidential Suite at the
Armstrong.”

“Why?”

“The police thought it would be better to stay further away from
the airport.”

“Why?” Ep!phanee pressed.

“There was a fire at the airport,” said Alexa.  “And an
explosion.  Our dirigible was destroyed.”

 










Chapter 2
The Science Police


 

Safely tucked away on the top floor of the Armstrong, Ep!phanee
took a long hot bath in the huge sunken tub, then wrapped herself
in one of the hotel’s complimentary fluffy robes and sat down in
front of the radio-vid.  This one was a newer and more
expensive model than the one on the dirigible.  It boasted a
twenty five inch screen and according to the logo was in living
color, but the news program was still in black and white.

“… though at least fifteen are missing and presumed to be
dead.  Speculation continues that the explosion was a result
of a bomb and that it might have been an attempt on the lives of
one or all of the members of the Ladybugs, whose sold out
performance at Shea Stadium was called by more than one fan ‘the
event of a lifetime’.”

“Don’t listen to that,” said Alexa, turning it off.

“The event of a lifetime?”

“Well, that part’s okay.  I don’t want you worrying about
somebody trying to kill you though.  You’ve got to think about
your music.”

“So you think someone was trying to kill us?”

Alexa’s frowned.  “Maybe.  Dirigibles don’t just blow
up.  They’re not flammable.”

“Inflammable.”

“Right.  They’re inflammable, not flammable.”

“Inflammable and flammable mean the same thing.”

“Well they don’t catch fire very easily.  When was the last
time you heard of one catching fire or exploding on its own?”

“Never.”

“That’s right.  That’s why people fly in them instead of
really big aeroplanes.”

Janet Shaw, one of the crewmembers, stuck her head into the
room.  “Alexa, the Science Police are down at the lobby. 
Should they come up?”

“Yes, send them up.”  Then turning back to Piffy, she made
a face.  “Like I could stop the Science Police.”

By the time the Science Police arrived at the door, Steffie had
come out of the shower in the other bathroom, Ruth had kicked off
her boots and put her feet up, and Penny had assemble a huge burger
from the tray sent up by room service.  She had a separate
platter of fries.

“You’re going to get fat,” said Steffie.  “Fatter.”

“Don’t even start, you boney-assed bitch,” Penny replied.

Piffy got up and followed Alexa to the door.  The two
agents entered.  They were both about six feet tall, lean and
muscular, with close cropped hair, and sharp features.  They
wore dark suits and one had a small mustache.  The one with
the mustache spoke in a crisp, sharp soprano.

“I’m Agent Wright and this is Agent Andrews.”

When Alexa reached to shake Agent Wright’s hand, Ep!phanee
automatically reached out to shake hands with Agent Andrews. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you,” said the agent.

Something suddenly rushed around in Piffy’s insides.  Her
skin felt hot and her breath caught in her throat.  Other
things were happening inside her too.  It was as if some kind
of chemical reaction had opened the floodgates that held back
rivers of hormones.

“Holy shit,” she said.  “Holy shit, holy shit, holy
shit.  You’re a man.”

“That’s right.”

“No, I mean you’re a man— a real one.”

“Yes, I know.”

Agent Wright cast a sidelong glance at Agent Andrews, who
returned the look with a shrug.  Piffy looked at the
former.

“Are you?  No, I see you’re not.”

“Nice mustache though,” offered Alexa.

“Thank you.  I made it with my own hair.”

“May we come in and talk with you?” asked Agent Andrews.

The other women, who had rushed over to see what Ep!phanee was
so excited about, now were loath to move away from the door, each
feeling something akin to what she had felt.  Alexa finally
had to physically push them aside so that the agents could lead
them back to the living area where they all sat down near Steffie,
the only one who had not rushed to the door.

“Where are you from?” Piffy asked Agent Andrews.

“Cape Horn enclave.”

“Aren’t you afraid of the disease?” asked Steffie.

“Are you married?” asked Ruth.

“We need to ask you the questions, I’m afraid,” said Agent
Wright.  “The NYPD has made a preliminary finding that it was
a bomb on your dirigible that caused the explosion at
LaGuardia.  We have to assume that it was an attempt on your
lives.  That’s why we’re here.”

“We need any information you might have on anyone who might want
to do you harm,” said Agent Andrews.  “Have you received any
recent threats, either as a group or individually?”

“I like it when he talks,” said Ruth.

“The group has gotten hundreds of death threats since last year,
and they’ve gotten them as individuals for years,” said Alexa.

“Some more than others,” said Steffie, looking at Penny, who
glared back at her.

“We’ll need copies of all of those, plus we’re going to need to
interview each of you separately; you and your crew members.”

“Can’t that wait until tomorrow?” asked Alexa.  “It’s past
midnight and the girls are exhausted.”

“Perhaps that would be best,” said Agent Andrews.  “We’ll
meet here first thing in the morning.  In the meantime we have
posted police officers outside your door, at the elevator,
stairwell, and at every building entrance.  You’ll be safe
here tonight.”

As the agents were leaving E!piphanee pulled Agent Wright
aside.

“I felt something when I… um, met your partner.”

“It’s the pheromones.”

“Pheromones?”

“It’s the smell—the first time you smell one.  Your body
just responds.  Don’t worry; it won’t happen again, at least
not the same way—not to the same degree.”

“I was kind of hoping that it would happen again.”

“It is kind of fun,” the agent grinned.  “But it’s more fun
to watch when it happens to somebody else.  You’d be
amazed.  He gets in a large group and panties just start
dropping.”

“I would imagine that can be annoying… I mean trying to work
with him.”

“Not really.  Besides, I’m hoping to catch some of the
fallout.”

The next morning the Ladybugs assembled back in the living area
having each spent the night in one of the suite’s four
bedrooms.  Alexa and the other staff had a string of other
rooms on the same floor and the one below it.  It was still
early, but all four were dressed to the nines, their hair and
makeup carefully done.

“Interesting,” said Penny.

“What’s interesting?” asked Ep!phanee.

“It will be interesting to see if he notices or cares.”

“He who?” asked Ruth, but she couldn’t keep a straight face and
a moment later all four women were laughing.  Ruth had put on
a pair of leather leggings and a rather small bikini top, along
with what looked like fifteen pounds of gold necklaces and
bracelets, that matched the gold hoops in her ears and
nostril.  At least with her dark skin, she looked like she had
spent less time applying makeup than the others had, even though
that was not the case.

The Science Police arrived at the door at eight o’clock sharp,
along with Alexa.

“I’m having all the relevant information sent here by special
delivery, but in the meantime, the agents would like to interview
each of you.  They’re going to start with Ruth.  There’s
a small conference room right through there.”

The two agents led the Ladybugs’ drummer into the conference
room, where the three of them sat down.  Agent Wright sat at
the head of the table, while Ruth and Agent Andrews sat across from
one another.

“Miss De Molay, have you had any threats against you beyond
those your manager is privy to?”

“Nothing worth reporting.  The usual.”

“We’ll need to look at them.”

“I didn’t save them.”

“You’re from the Virgin Islands?” asked Agent Andrews.

“That’s right; a little place called Black Point on Jost Van
Dyke.  I live in St. Croix now most of the time though, with
my mother.  Wait till I tell her about meeting you.  That
will give her quite a thrill.  In fact, I’ll have to get a
picture with you.  She’ll tell me how much you look like my
father.”

“Your father was a white man?”

Ruth glowered.  “Have you ever seen a black man?”

“Yes, but it’s true; there aren’t very many of them.”

“It’s because they didn’t want to waste resources saving
them.  They sent the white men south to the enclaves, and let
the black ones die.”

“I was told that was because there was very little
infrastructure in Africa and that many of them didn’t want to
go.”

“And did they teach you that there were plenty of black men in
America then?  There were.  Few of them made it south
either.”

“I’m sure there is plenty of truth in that,” he said.  “We
see too much racial prejudice in the world despite the best efforts
of the Science Council.  Are the death threats against you
because of your color?”

“Mostly.  Some hate me because I’m black and some because
I’m part white.  Some just because I’m black and my band mates
are white—mixing of the races and all that, as if there was much
mixing going on… No offense.”

Alexa stuck her head in the door and looked at Wright. 
“Agent, there’s someone at the door for you.”

Wright followed her out.

“You’re not the original drummer of the group,” said
Andrews.  “Do you know Betty Rocksit?”

“I used to know her.  We hung out in the clubs in
L.A.  In fact, I knew her before the group got together, long
before I met Piffy, Penny, or Steff.  Her real name is Betty
Moore.  She’s nice enough; not a very good musician
though.  That’s why they let her go.  They gave her the
boot before they even met me.  I had to audition.  She
was pretty devastated when the band fired her, but that was a long
time ago.  Besides, she’s no explosives expert, that is, if
you’re thinking that she set a bomb.”

Agent Wright peeked into the room.  “The women of New
York’s finest want to go over some things with me.”

“Not both of us?”

“No.  Just me.”  She grinned.  “They’re afraid of
you… or they don’t trust you… or both.”  Then she left.

“How long have you been partners?” asked Ruth.

“Since last night when we got the assignment, though we’ve known
each other for a few weeks.”

“You seem to get along well together though.”

“I knew of her, even before I got my posting.  She’s one of
the top agents in the SP.”  He pulled a small notepad from his
pocket and slid it across the table to her.  “Would you write
down anything that you can think of?  Names, even partial
names, any organizations mentioned, and whatever else you can thing
of; anything might be helpful.”

“Are you married yet?” she asked.

“Um, no.”

A half hour later, Ruth left the conference room and told
Ep!phanee that the agent was waiting to see her.  Piffy joined
him but didn’t take either of the empty seats.  Instead, she
sat on the edge of the table.  She was wearing a sequined
silver mini-skirt and a matching crop top that ended just above her
naval, which itself was adorned by diamond encrusted ring. 
She had another diamond on her left nostril and a row of them on
each ear.  She also had on a pair of glittering seven inch
platform heels.  Her bright blue hair now hung loosely around
her shoulders.

“If you’d like to sit down we can get started, Miss
Epp-Fanny.”

Piffy’s face reddened.  “It’s pronounced ‘epiphany’.” 
Her voice was soft in an indefinable way and some would have said
scratchy, perhaps even annoying.  It sounded nothing like her
singing voice which was clear and instantly recognizable, capable
of reaching any note written for a female voice or a male one.

He smiled, but then when she didn’t, his face fell.

“You know how it’s pronounced, don’t you?” she asked.

“Of course I do.  I grew up in an enclave, not another
planet.  Your band mate persuaded  me to play a little
practical joke.”

Piffy stuck her chin in the air insolently, then shifted,
crossing her legs.  Her left thigh was just inches from his
elbow.  A row of colorfully tattooed tropical fish, unseen
when she had been standing up, were swimming in circles around both
of her thighs.

“Just for that, I’m not answering any of your questions…” 
He started to form a reply, but she continued.  “…until you
take me out for breakfast.”

“I wouldn’t feel comfortable… It’s not safe for you to go out at
this time.”

“You said the hotel was secure.  They have a restaurant
right downstairs.  Besides, I’m sure you could protect
me.  You are armed, aren’t you?”

“I am.”  He pulled aside the lapel of his jacket to reveal
a very large pistol stuffed in a shoulder holster.

“There you go then.”  She stood up and pulled down her
skirt, which had now ridden up to her buttocks, then turned and
walked out of the room.  Andrews got up and followed her.

The hotel restaurant was closed, but the coffee shop was not
only open but relatively empty.  They took a booth in the back
where Andrews had a clear view of the entrance and Piffy was turned
away from it.  The waitress came to take their order and had
eyes only for the famous rock star in her presence, at least until
the blood began rushing to her face and her breath caught in her
throat.  Then she cast shocked eyes on the man she now
recognized for what he was.  They both pretended not to notice
her discomfort and ordered.  Ten minutes later she returned
with two eggs, two pieces of fried chicken, and a waffle for her
and coffee for him.

“You’re going to sit there and watch me eat?”

“I had a bagel earlier.”

“How long have you been away from the enclave?”

“About two years.”

“And you’ve been working in the Science Police all that
time?”

He nodded.  “Part of that time was spent at the
Academy.” 

“You’re not married?  Every man I’ve heard of living north
has six or eight wives.”

He shook his head.  “No wives yet.”

“And they listen to my music in the enclaves?”

“Of course.  I’ve been a huge Ladybugs fan for years. 
You’re huge there.  Maybe you could do a concert there. 
That would really be historic.”

Ep!phanee’s eyes glazed over for a moment.  “That would be
historic.  That would be big.”

“Have you received any threats recently?”

“Not really; not recently.  I’m having my personal manager
gather them together.  Then she can send them to us. 
It’s all the usual—religious nuts that think I’m an atheist,
lunatics that think I’m speaking to them through the music—things
like that.”

“You saved them?”

“I have my manager save all my mail.”  She dragged a piece
of fried chicken through the syrup and took a bite.  “What’s
your favorite song?”

“How about anyone else who might want to do you harm? 
Jilted lovers, business partners, distant relations that might feel
snubbed?”

“I’ll get you a list.  I asked about your favorite
song.”

“I like all the ones you played last night.”

“Everyone likes those.  What’s your favorite?”

“I like Noble Corpses and Where are you, Frances Perkins?. 
Of course, the song you’ll be remembered for is Memories of
Dust.”

“It’s a pretty good song,” she smiled with seldom practiced
humility.  “But I don’t think any of our solo songs will ever
be as popular as any one of the Ladybugs hits.”

“You might be surprised.  How did you come up with the set
list for the concert?”

“It took us months to negotiate that list.  I would have
been happy to play nothing but the Buddy Holly covers.  Nobody
else would have agreed to that though.  Steffie wanted to play
the new songs off Rebel Girls, but the fans expect to hear their
favorites.  Of course if we are going to play oldies, we’re
each going to fight tooth and nail to get as many of our own works
as possible included.”  She stopped and took another bite of
chicken followed by a gulp of water.  “We made a list of more
than seventy titles and over the weeks pared them down to
twenty-one.”

“You left out a lot of number one hits.”

  “Had to.  We also didn’t include any solo
material.  That would have been too much.  Peggy Sue was
our first hit, so we had to include it.  It’s the only cover
we played.  The rest were all ours.  Every album had to
be represented by at least one song, including the new one, and we
put them more or less in chronological order with the exception of
the final two.”

“Good choices for the finale.”

“It had to be Rotting Garden of Eden and Tesla’s
Stepdaughters.  The crowd would have rioted otherwise. 
Well they did riot, but I mean in a bad way.  Most people
would have told me one of those two was their favorite.”

“I’m not most people.”

The waitress interrupted, bringing a phone to the table. 
It looked pretty much like phones always had, a receiver resting in
its cradle, but modern phones didn’t need wires.

“Call for you ma’am… um, I mean sir?”

“Thanks.”  Andrews picked up the receiver. 
“Andrews.  Now?  Alright.  We’ll be right up.”

When the call was done, he looked at Ep!phanee.  “You have
to finish your breakfast, then we’ll go upstairs and you can
pack.  They want to get you and the others to Chicago a day
early to throw off any more attempts.”

“Suits me,” she said, taking a bite of waffle.

“Can I ask you one other thing?”

She nodded, still chewing.

“Tesla’s Stepdaughters—great song, but what does the title come
from?  I get the part about stepdaughters.  It’s about
living without fathers and men.  There really isn’t anything
about Tesla in it though.  Why is it his stepdaughters?”

“Do you know who Nicola Tesla was?”

“Sure.  An inventor.  Vat babies and all?”

“He invented our entire world, and here we women are, stuck in
it without men… well, mostly without.  But it’s his
world.  If he hadn’t created the transmission of energy, radio
and radio-vid, and wireless telephony in 1902 the world would be
very different than it is.”

“He’s a hero of yours, I see.  Maybe somebody else would
have invented all of that.”

“Maybe, but that’s too deep for me.”  She smiled. 
“Maybe then you would be protecting some other singer, from a group
named after an entirely different kind of bug.”

“That seems unlikely.”

“I don’t know.  We named ourselves the Ladybugs as a
tribute to Buddy Holly and the Crickets.  Anybody could do
that.”

 










Chapter 3
The Rosalie Morton


 

All four of the ladybugs were pleased to get out of New York
early.  The stress of being locked up in their hotel under
guard and the threat against their lives hung over them like a
cloud.  Having the chance to spend two full days in Chicago
before the concert, instead of only one was just as welcome. 
Rather than chartering another dirigible, the band was given the
use of an official government airship.

“I didn’t know a Science Police agent could summon a dirigible
at her whim,” commented Ep!phanee to Agent Andrews.

“We can’t, but the Science Council can.  There are quite a
few Ladybugs fans among them, I’m sure, and I doubt that they want
any of you to hitchhike to Chicago.”

Every school girl knew that the Science Council ran the
world.  They had since the great Science War, which began in
1956.  At that time the last remaining totalitarian rulers had
tried to expand across Europe and Asia.  A coalition of
nations picked themselves up from the depths of the Great
Depression and fought back.  When the war was won, a new world
government had been created.  Science Council members were
chosen for their knowledge and wisdom and acted for the good of
humanity. 

Once the airship S.V. Rosalie Morton had left LaGuardia, the two
agents continued their investigation.  Agent Wright spoke to
each of the crewmembers and support staff of the band and Andrews
interviewed the two remaining musicians.  The first was Penny
Dreadful.  They met in Andrew’s cabin and sat at the small
desk beside a large window as the clouds passed by outside. 
She was a large woman though not fat.  If she had been a
building, she would have been structurally sound.  And a
skyscraper.  She was about five foot eleven.  She weighed
around one hundred fifty pounds, a good thirty pounds heavier than
she was on the old album covers, on which she had seemed
extraordinarily skinny.  The white corset, not quite reaching
down to her waist left plenty of cleavage, and she wore long white
gloves decorated with tiny pink bows.  Her white layered net
tutu skirt left fourteen inches of bare, white thighs above her
knees, which were covered by white lace stockings.  She wore
white combat boots.  Her huge mane of red hair was still
styled in the dreadlocks she had worn on stage, and she had two
huge hoop earrings and a smaller one in the middle of her lower
lip.

“Thanks for seeing me,” he said.

“You’re kidding, right?  Before yesterday I’d never seen a
man in real life before.  This is really a treat for me… you
know, besides somebody trying to kill me and all.”

“So you think you are the target?”

She shrugged.  “Steffie’s probably right.  A lot of
people were pissed off when Carpetmuncher hit the air.  That’s
the name of the song, um… no offense.”

“I think it’s a great song,” he said.

“You’ve heard it?”

“I bought the album the day it came out.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah.  I’m a huge Ladybugs fan, and that includes your
solo albums.  I remember watching you on the Dorothy Kilgallen
Show, and I had to present my PhD thesis the next day.  So you
see; it’s at even bigger treat for me to be assigned here with
you.”  He watched her for a moment, and then asked. “I’ve been
north for two years now, but I still don’t really understand the
anti-homosexual attitude.  There are plenty of women running
around dressed as men, my partner for instance, with her little
fake mustache.  It all seems pretty open.”

“Not really.  We’re still very parochial.  Even though
men have been gone from most of society for years, there is the
tradition around the world of women not going out unescorted by a
man.  So women like Agent Wright and Alexa Rothman, faux-men,
are tolerated and even encouraged.  With no men to escort
women, someone just had to take their place.  Sex in some ways
is really just an extension of that, but nobody talks about
it.  Women pretend that faux-men are men and for the most
part, treat them that way.  Women who openly have sexual
relationships with other women, or at least with other women who
look like women, are ostracized.”

“That’s the other thing that surprises me,” said Andrews. 
“How women look.  Without many men around, I expected to see
relatively few women putting on makeup, but you all do… except
those pretending to be men.”

“I imagine that most men and women were surprised to find out
how little women dressed up for men and how much they dressed up
for each other.  It’s all about outdoing each other. 
That includes painting our faces, and jewelry.”

“Yes, I knew women pierced their ears, but I wasn’t expecting
everything else.”

“Maybe sometime I’ll show you all my jewelry.”

This seemed as though it was meant to be suggestive, but Andrews
couldn’t find anything particularly arousing in looking through a
jewelry box. 

“Besides those who are upset over homosexual content in the
music, can you think of anyone else who might have something
against you?”

She stared back, smiled, and then rolled up the bottom of the
white corset to reveal her smooth featureless stomach. 

“You mean because I have no belly button—because I’m a vat
baby?”

“That’s one possibility.”

“That’s hardly my fault.  They should blame Anton Dilger,
not me…  Are you alright?”

Andrews had turned white and his eyes widened. 

“Are you alright?  Do you need the doctor?”

“No.”  He took a deep breath.  “No, I’m alright. 
It’s just that… in the enclaves… we don’t ever say that name. 
Not ever.  It’s worse than any profanity or blasphemy. 
It’s just not tolerated.”

Penny nodded, tugging on the ring through her lower lip.

Sixty years before, during what was still known as the Great
War, German-American scientist Anton Casimir Dilger had come up
with a plan to keep America from joining the allies.  Not
content to poison American cattle with Anthrax, he had created a
strain of an existing disease, some said influenza, though no one
had ever identified the original.  With it he had infected
several cities along the east coast.  Though initially killing
almost sixty million men, women, and children, the disease mutated
over time to affect only the males of the species.  There had
been more than 850 million men on earth before he began his
sabotage.  By 1930, there were less than 200 million, and by
1950 there were less than 10 million.  Governments had sent
their remaining men to enclaves in the far southern reaches of the
globe where the disease didn’t seem as virulent, and there most of
them remained.  In the last years of his life, the great
inventor Nicola Tesla, in an attempt to save the species, had
designed and built the baby vats, where girls were grown from their
mothers’ cells.  The first vat babies had been born just after
Tesla’s death in 1943.  Penny was born in 1945.

“Are you sure that you’re alright?” asked Penny again.

“Yes.  Anyone else?  Jilted lovers etc.”

“Oh, hell.  Only about a thousand.  You don’t
seriously think that’s what it is, do you?”

“We have to investigate every possibility.  If you can make
a list for me, along with anyone else you can think of who might
have some complaint against you, or a perceived slight.”

“Alright.  Can I ask you something?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Do you have plans for dinner?”

“I believe we’re all eating together in the dining room
tonight.”

“Good.”  Penny got up to leave.  “Can I ask you
something else?”

“Of course.”

“Which of us was your favorite?”

“Favorite… Ladybug, do you mean?”

“Yes.  All the girls had a favorite—one or the other of
us.  I was just wondering if that was true in the
enclaves.”

He nodded.  “Yes.  Most guys are in love with
Ep!phanee because of her voice.  I’ve seen her posters hanging
in dozens of boys’ rooms.  I always liked her too, but I have
to admit that I always had a bit of a crush on you.  So, yes;
you’re my favorite.”

She smiled.

“I have to stay impartial now though, so don’t pass that
information around.”

“Your secret is safe with me.”

The remaining Ladybug was of course Steffie Sin.  She was
about five foot six and waif thin.  Dark circles beneath her
eyes spoke of a hefty amount of stress.  Her hair was by far
the widest part of her, the platinum blond mass thick with
crimped-in waves.  Her eyes looked gigantic above a button
nose, pierced through the septum.  What she lacked in size
though, she made up for in attitude.

“Here’s the deal,” she said.  “I answer a question only
after you answer one of mine.”

“Alright,” said Andrews.  He seemed unfazed by her
aggressiveness.

“Aren’t you afraid of the disease?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Ah, but first you have to answer one of my questions.  Do
you know who is trying to kill one of you?”

“No.  Why not?”

“There haven’t been any confirmed cases of the disease in almost
five years.  Some think it’s gone.  The male population
is up for the first time since 1914.  The science council is
encouraging the slow movement of men back into the world—three
hundred thousand have moved north over the past five years.”

“Then why are they still sending boys to the enclaves?”

“No, no.  You made the rule.  It’s my turn
again.  Have you received any recent threats?”

“Yes, but nothing out of the usual.  So why are they still
sending boys to the enclaves?”

“Women are still sending their boys to the enclaves because
that’s what they have been doing for the past forty years. 
There is no law that says they have to, and more and more women are
keeping their boys.  But it’s become a tradition now. 
They just do it because that’s the way it has been done all their
lives.  And I suppose some of them feel like they don’t know
how to raise a male child.”  He looked her in the eye. 
“I can assure you that the Science Council will not send someone to
take your son away from you.”

Steffie stared at him, frowning.

“You’ve not kept it as big a secret as you imagine.  You
hide in the mountains in Switzerland with him and you think no one
knows?  It hasn’t been in the news, but people talk about
it.  There are rumors.  How old is he?”

“Almost seven.”

“Well you have done a good job keeping it pretty quiet
then.  On the other hand, while some people know you have a
son, most would believe that you got your genetic material from the
government.  But you didn’t, did you?  There’s no record
of it in the Science Council files and you didn’t react to me the
way the others did.  You’ve been around a male before. 
How is it that you’ve kept that secret?”

She opened her mouth, then closed it, and then opened it again
before speaking.  “He’s dead.  He died of the
disease.  It was seven years ago.  I went to the Tasmania
enclave and met him there.  I convinced him to come north with
me, but I didn’t want to share him.  I thought he would be
safe in Switzerland, but he wasn’t…”

“I see.  Where is your son now?”

“He’s with my sister.  I can’t believe how much I miss
him.”

“Of course you do.  You know, Miss Sin, far from
encouraging women to send their sons south, the government would
like to encourage women to keep them.  I’m sure they wouldn’t
mind having you as a poster girl for the effort, as long as it
didn’t put you or your son at more risk.  Have any recent
threats referenced your son or his father?”

Steffie shook her head.  Then she sat quietly for a few
minutes.

“Do you have any other questions for me?”

“What was life like… living in the enclaves?”

“Well, you’ve been there.  It’s not that different than
anywhere else.  It’s cold, but probably no colder than
Switzerland.  The boys live in dormitories.  It’s like
being in a school dorm.  Men live in houses—usually small
ones, usually by themselves.  More and more are getting
married as some women move south.  A lot of men are still
hesitant about moving north, either for fear of the disease or
because they’re satisfied where they are or because that’s all
they’ve known.”

“I could have left Simon there.  He would have been happy
and safe…” 

“You can’t blame yourself for that.  I’m sure he
didn’t.  I’ve told Ep!phanee that you should do a concert in
the enclaves, as long as you’re making a world tour anyway.”

Steffie nodded slowly.  “After North America we’re touring
Asia and the schedule is already pretty much set in stone, but
South America is still in the planning stages.  Do you really
think it’s possible?”

“I think the Science Council would welcome it.  It would be
a chance to encourage more interaction between men and women. 
Maybe more women would move to the enclaves.  Hopefully more
men would move back north.”

“Thank you Agent Andrews.”

The dining room on the Rosalie Morton had seating and staff
capable of serving more than one hundred.  There were fewer
than thirty at dinner that evening, including the captain and those
members of her crew who were free to dine, so only four of the
large round tables were in use.  The four Ladybugs, the two
Science Police agents, and the airship’s doctor sat at the table
with Captain Brown.  The four musicians seemed far more at
ease in the company of a man than they had previously, though the
captain and doctor, as well as many of those at other tables seemed
to have a hard time taking their eyes off him.  Once during
the meal, a server, flushed from coming in contact with him for the
first time, had dropped a tray of dishes.  They ate sea bass
and chicken and discussed current events, including who might be
asked to join the Science Council when the nominations for the year
were made in October.  No one mentioned the explosion of the
Lady of Angels or the ongoing investigation.

As the dirigible dropped slowly toward Chicago it dodged just as
many massive smoke plumes as it had in New York, but neither the
darkening night nor the cloudy air could obscure the Chicago
skyline.  The Sears Tower, the Bell Center, The Thomas Edison
building, and the John Hancock Center were all easily
identifiable.  The airship started a slow approach to the city
but then veered off to the north.

“What’s going on?” asked Andrews, jogging forward to the bridge,
his partner following behind him.

“We’re in a holding pattern,” replied the captain. 
“O’Hare’s a busy airport.”

“I don’t like it.  Floating around these tall buildings, we
might as well paint a target on our ass.”

“There are at least two dozen dirigibles lined up.”  The
captain pointed to a string of lights hanging just above the
horizon. “We have to wait our turn.”

“No we don’t.  Tell the tower we are exercising a Science
Council Override.  Then take us straight down.  I don’t
care if we have to land on the front lawn.”

Captain Brown looked at Agent Wright.

“You heard him.  Do it.”  Then she leaned over and put
her mouth by his ear.  “What do you think they’re going to say
about this in Brussels?”

“I think they’re going to say we got the Ladybugs to Chicago
safely.”

 










Chapter 4
Chicago Stadium


 

Built in 1929, the Chicago Stadium was the largest indoor venue
in the world, almost twice as large as Madison Square
Gardens.  In its forty six years of existence it had hosted
hockey and football games, presidential nominating conventions,
rodeos, boxing tournaments, and the 1964, 1965, and 1966 Ladybugs
tours.  Its seventeen thousand seat capacity made it a far
smaller venue than Shea, but being indoors, with a permanent stage
had some advantages.  Crews had been working on the laser and
lighting systems for weeks.  A single song had been
switched.  Casanova was replaced by Paragon of Virtue,
allowing the band to use the fabled 3,663 pipe Baron organ in the
Madhouse on the Madison.

Andrews watched from just off stage as the band was introduced
by some local celebrity or other.  He hadn’t been at the
previous concert, but he had seen the segments on the news. 
If anything, the screaming sounded louder here than it had at Shea
Stadium, but at least when the music started you could hear
it.  The band was making the transition from Peggy Sue to
She’s My Dream when Wright tapped him on the shoulder.

“Chicago PD says everything is secure.”  She had to scream
to make herself heard.

He nodded and while she hurried back to her position, he took a
deep breath, allowing himself to enjoy the experience of seeing his
favorite band, the world’s favorite band, play their music.
 It was easy to see that the girls were more at ease than they
had been.  During Lonely Girl, Ep!phanee, who played no
instrument in the song, began leaping around in circles as she
sang, just as she had in the early days.  The crowd ate it
up.  Then during Distortion Penny, Piffy, and Steffie fell
into a line and began strutting across the stage with almost
military precision, finally sliding toward the audience on their
knees as they played the final chords.

The drum beat continued and the all three took their places to
begin Under the Heel.  That’s when Andrews saw it.  There
was a flash of light high up in the rafters above the
audience.  It wasn’t the flash of a camera bulb, but of
reflective light bouncing off a pane of glass—like the end lens of
binoculars, or of a rifle scope.

Ducking around the back curtain and running through the
cluttered backstage, he found scaffolding with a metal ladder at
one end.  Grabbing hold of a rung, he pulled himself
upwards.  By the time he was twenty feet above the ground, the
scaffolding began to sway dangerously with every step, and he still
had more than fifty feet to go.  When he reached the top he
was sure the swaying structure would go crashing to the ground at
any second, but he was able to clamber off of it and onto the
catwalk that ran the length of the stadium.

The stadium lights were out.  All spots were on the
performing band.  Even if they hadn’t been, Andrews probably
wouldn’t have been able to see anything.  The catwalk ran
above the lighting tracks, and the centermost section, where he had
seen the flash, was a long way off.  He ducked lower and
grabbed the rail, but he didn’t have the luxury of watching from
where he was, or even of taking it slow.  Hunched over, he ran
the length of the clattering, swaying metal walkway.  The
Ladybugs were playing the last chords of Artificial Man when he saw
a human figure, not on the catwalk he was on, but one which
intersected it.  He stood up and ran faster.

When the song ended the screaming applause continued but it,
unlike the music, was not amplified up near the ceiling. 
Andrews stood up straight, but didn’t slow down.  As he ran,
he pulled the pistol from his shoulder holster.  As he flipped
on the power, it began to whine as the solenoid charged.

“Hold it!” he yelled.

The person turned, saw him, and ran, the catwalk taking away her
at a diagonal.  Andrews stopped and took aim, but didn’t
fire.  There was something in the shadowy figure’s hand, but
he wasn’t sure it was a weapon.  He raced forward to where the
two catwalks intersected, then turned and followed the other’s
path.  By that time, whoever he was following was a tiny
figure half lost in the darkness.  Andrews ran on, even when
he could no longer see the person he was pursuing, secure in the
knowledge that they had to be on the catwalk.  But then he
reached the end of the building to find a short ladder leading to a
roof access door.  Climbing up the stairs, he put his left
hand on the hatch, his right still holding his gun.  He
quickly opened the door and stepped out onto the roof.

The moon, fully obscured by smoky clouds, did little to aid him,
but Andrews carefully made the circuit around the rooftop, stepping
around air conditioning units and other equipment.  Suddenly a
figure in black jumped up right in front of him.

“Freeze!”

“Don’t shoot!  Don’t shoot!”

“Hands in the air!” 

Andrews could now see that it was a woman in front of him,
something he had naturally expected.  She was in her late
twenties or early thirties and she was dressed in an imitation of
Ep!phanee’s dark blue costume—spandex leggings and bustier, though
her hair was oily brown rather than a bright blue and she didn’t
have a nose ring.  He grabbed the object she held up in her
right hand.  It proved to be a Leica 35mm camera.

“What were you doing on the catwalk?”

“Just watching the concert.  I couldn’t get tickets, but
I’m the biggest Ladybugs fan in the world.”

“Andrews!” Wright called from the roof entrance.

“Over here!”

A moment later she arrived with two Chicago police officers in
tow.

“How did you get up there, past the police line?” Andrews asked
his prisoner.

“I have a friend on the force.”

Wright turned to the officers.  “I want that cop’s name and
I want her tits in a vise!”

Both the uniforms looked appropriately chastened as they frisked
and then cuffed the suspect.

“Can I have my camera back?”

“No,” said Andrews, as he switched off the power on his pistol
and stuffed it back in its holster.

As the woman was led back toward the roof access door, Wright
turned back to Andrews. 

“Do you believe her?  Just another loony fan?”

“Looks like it.  I’m going to have this film developed
though just in case.  At the very least, I’ll have some new
Ladybugs pictures to hang on my wall.”

She clapped him on the shoulder and they started back down.

“You are one crazy bitch, climbing up that scaffolding,” she
said.

“How did you get up here?”

“There’s an access ladder stage left.”

As the two Science Police Agents reached the floor behind the
stage, the band was just beginning Everyone Cries Alone.  Like
at Shea Stadium they were backed up by a tape track.  This
song and the one which followed it The Calliope in Veteran’s Hall,
like several others in the set list, had been recorded in the
studio and had never been performed live until this tour.  The
former made use of a choir while the latter required a dozen
trumpeters, a calliope, and cannon.  The audience didn’t seem
to mind that these additions were artificially added.  As long
as their beloved Ladybugs were there, singing, they would scream
enthusiastically.

“Your turn to work the front of the building.”

Andrews looked at his partner questioningly.

“You know as well as I do; they’ve got to get used to you.”

Taking a route through the eaves that bypassed most of the
screaming fans, Andrews made his way to the front of the stadium
and stopped to check the police presence at one security station
after another.  He could still hear the music plainly enough
though separated by several walls, and he paused for a minute to
listen when Love in China, one of the new songs came on.  But
that was also a signal that the concert would soon be over and a
whole new set of security problems would emerge.

He stepped to the front exit and stood along the edge of the
barricade.  Six police officers watched him carefully. 
Although none of them wore makeup, only one of them appeared to
have purposefully made herself into the image of a man—a faux
man.  She had widened her eyebrows with eyebrow pencil and had
drawn a thin, line mustache just above her upper lip.  Andrews
had always despised such mustaches on men, but thought it looked
somewhat cute on her.

“Eyes front,” ordered a voice.  The six officers snapped to
attention.  Andrews turned to find a Chicago police
captain.  She was short and blond and was wearing a skirt and
shoes that would have made doing police field work all but
impossible.

“Agent Andrews, I presume,” she said smiling.  “I wanted
you to know that we’ve identified the officer who… oh…oh…oh
my.  It is just like they say, isn’t it.”

She paused and held onto the sawhorse-like leg of the barricade
as her face flushed red with blood.  “I wondered if I would
feel it, since I have two children.”

“You were saying,” he encouraged.

“We have identified the officer who let the crazy fan pass the
safety area.  She’s been sent back to her station, and will
face suspension pending a review hearing.”

“That was fast.”

“It wasn’t hard to find out.  Our officers are dedicated
and professional for the most part.  Nobody wants a stupid
mistake to tarnish the reputation of the entire department.”

“I’ll make a note of that in my report.”

“I appreciate that,” she smiled.  “Agent Andrews, do you
have plans for dinner?”

“Um, my partner and I have a working dinner planned.”

“Oh.”

“Threat assessments and such…”

“Oh no.  I understand.  It was just, with you being
new in town and all…”

“Perhaps another time.”

“Yes of course.”

At that moment, the Ladybugs began Tesla’s Stepdaughters. 
Andrews went back the way that he had come.  Every audience
member seemed to be singing along as loudly as humanly
possible.  He made it almost to his original position at the
edge of the stage when the song ended.  The four musicians ran
off stage and he directed them back toward the exit at the rear of
the stadium, following in their wake.  They passed through the
back door and climbed into the waiting Hudson Commodore
limousine.  Agent Wright, who had been waiting with a crowd of
Chicago PD, climbed in too and the steam-powered vehicle rolled
forward, falling into line in the middle of a police motorcade.

 Andrews had to turn around to look at the driver and to
see where they were going because he was in one of the three seats
facing rearward.  He felt a hand on his right thigh and turned
to find it belonged to Penny Dreadful, seated on his right and
staring nonchalantly out the window.  Straight across from him
was Ep!phanee.  Her forehead was beaded with perspiration and
a strand of blue hair was pasted across her cheek.  Without a
word she lifted up her high-heeled boot and rested it on the seat
between his legs.

 










Chapter 5
The Palmer House


 

Early the next morning Andrews and Wright met in the Chicago
Science Police field office.  They sat down in a room with
four local agents.  Stacked on a conference table were five
large cardboard boxes.  Wright looked at each person seated in
turn. 

“We have our work cut out for us this morning ladies. 
Inside these boxes are as many of the threatening letters,
unsettling telegrams, and creepy missives that the Ladybugs have
received in the past twelve months as a group or individuals as we
could get a hold of.  Lucky us.  We get to go through and
read them.  I want them sorted by who they are targeting, the
reason for the threat, their geographic origin, their likely
source, and the threat level.”

The team sorted through the files by placing each of the items
into matrix created by Agent Wright.  Sandwiches and coffee
were brought in and they worked right through lunch and well past
five o’clock in the evening.  In the end, they had 342
individual threats to investigate.   

“Alright,” Wright said.  “The most important factor is
threat level.  We begin farming these individual items to the
field offices based on their geographic origin, but we do so in
order of threat level, starting with the most severe.”

“That’s a lot of woman-power strung out all through the bureau,
isn’t it?” asked Anna Finnegan, one of the local field agents.

“Chicago was willing enough to spare the four of you.  I’m
sure that the other offices can spare a couple of agents to
investigate someone living in their area.  We’ll all meet back
here first thing tomorrow.”

 “Agent Andrews…” two of the women started at once, and
then looked at each other.

“If you’re not doing anything for dinner…” one of them
continued.

“I’m sorry ladies, but my partner has a meeting,” said
Wright.  “I however, would be happy to escort any or all of
you to dinner.”

“I have a meeting?”  Andrews leaned over and asked.

“In the lobby.”

The lobby of the Grace Coolidge international building, though
Spartan, was large and it took a minute for Andrews to find his
appointment waiting by feet of the statue of Justice.  He
almost didn’t recognize Ep!phanee.  She was dressed in faded
jeans and a Nehi Blue Cream Soda tee shirt.  Her hair was
tucked up under a black military cap.

“Is somebody here with you?” he asked.

“Nope.  I ditched the cops back at the hotel.  Buy me
a hotdog.”

“You shouldn’t be running around town without an escort.”

“Well I have one now.  Besides, I just want a hotdog. 
There’s a hotdog cart just down on the corner.  I saw it on
the cab ride over here.”

She took him by the arm and led him to the glass enclosed front
of the building, holding the door open for him.  The hotdog
vendor was stationed just where she had described, a chubby little
woman with a striped shirt, a large stain covering most of the
front.

“Two dogs,” Ep!phanee ordered, then turned to Andrews. 
“What do you want on yours?”

“I don’t know; whatever’s customary.”

“Haven’t you ever had a hotdog before?”

He shook his head.  “German food’s not very popular in the
enclaves.”

“Hotdogs are as American as apple pie.  Alright. 
Bacon, beans, avocado, catsup, and mayonnaise.  Do you want
jalapenos?”

“Yes please.”

“So you don’t have street food in the enclaves?”

“Sure.  Tacos— usually fish tacos, but sometimes grilled
shrimp.”

The vendor handed her the hotdogs already loaded with beans and
avocado.  Stepping to the end of the cart, she scooped on the
jalapenos and then squirted on squiggly lines of red catsup and
white mayonnaise.  Handing one of the dogs to Andrews, she
watched as he took a tentative bite.  She then opened her
mouth wide and shoved in about a third of hers.

“Good huh?” she asked, her mouth full.

He nodded and then took another bite.  Ep!phanee began
strolling down the sidewalk and even though she was moving slowly
Andrews had to take a few quick steps to keep up.  He was
still eating his hotdog as they walked, being careful not to spill
the condiments on his jacket.  She finished first and dropped
the little paper hotdog caddie in a trashcan beside the street.

“I should get you back to the hotel.”

“I’m staying in this hotel now.”

Andrews looked skyward to find that they were in front of the
Palmer House.  When he looked back down, Ep!phanee was already
going through the revolving door.  He stuffed the last bit of
hotdog into his mouth and dropped the paper waste in a can beside
the door, following her.  The lobby was huge, with a tiled
vaulted ceiling that looked like it belonged in a cathedral. 
Andrews felt self-conscious even walking on the rugs.

“Why are you staying here now?”

“We have two more days in Chicago.  I’ll go crazy if I’m
cooped up with the girls the whole time.”

“You have two entire suites at the American.  And it’s
under complete police protection.”

“I’ve got my own suite here.”  She twirled around a few
times but kept on course for the elevator.  “It’s the same one
Ulysses S. Grant stayed in.  He used to be on money, you
know.”

She skipped into the elevator and he followed.  An
attendant, a small woman in a tight red uniform, was waiting
inside.

“Twenty fifth floor,” said Ep!phanee.

The attendant nodded, and then turned the lever sending the car
gliding swiftly upwards.

“Ulysses S. Grant died in 1885,” said Andrews.  “There
weren’t any twenty five story buildings in Chicago then.”

“I think I feel his presence though.”

“Uh-huh.”

When the elevator came to a stop the door opened and Ep!phanee
skipped to a door at the end of the corridor.  She produced a
key, but said, “Maybe you should go inside first and make sure it’s
safe.”

Andrews entered and dutifully checked throughout, though as he
expected, there was no danger present.  In the meantime, the
Ladybugs’ singer closed and locked the door.  While he made a
quick call to let her police protection unit know that she was
safe, she sat down and opened a bottle of champagne that was
chilling in ice next to the couch, pouring two glasses and
presenting one of them to him upon his return.  The
presidential suite was just the type of room in which he would have
expected to find the famous rock star.  There were two
spacious bedrooms, each with their own large baths, and the living
room, in addition to a u-shaped white sectional sofa, had a
fireplace, a full bar, and right in the middle of the room, a white
grand piano.

“I shouldn’t drink.”

“It’s evening.  You’re off.  You have to have some
time off, don’t you?”

“I suppose.”  He took the glass and held it up to the
light.

“Never had champagne before?”

“I’ve never had any kind of alcoholic beverage.  It’s
prohibited in the enclaves.”

“Try it.”        

He took a sip and swirled the bubbles around in his mouth. 
By the time it reached the back of his throat, it was nothing but
fizz.  He took another sip, swallowing it directly down.

“Like it?”

“Not really,” he said.

She rose on one knee, sliding the other over his lap so that she
was straddling him.  Downing her glass in one quick swallow,
she tossed it aside and then took his glass and drained it, tossing
it after hers.  Then she grabbed his face in both hands and
pressed her lips on his.  He was suddenly conscious of the
fact that he had recently eaten jalapenos, but then so had she and
as her tongue reached deep into his mouth he realized that she
didn’t taste bad at all.  He put one hand on the smooth skin
of her shoulder and one on the smooth skin of her thigh.  Then
suddenly she was gone, dancing across the room.  He watched as
she moved with a dancer’s grace.

Ep!phanee sat down at the grand piano and opened the keyboard
lid.  Her fingers made a quick flourish across the keys.

“Are you ready to be serenaded?” she asked.

“This is exactly like half a dozen of my dreams.”

“Only half a dozen?” she said huskily, turning back to the
keyboard and immediately playing the rolling piano intro that
needed no introduction.  Then she sang.

Now we think it’s a pity,

 All our dreams have crawled away to die,

Armies retreated and flags withdrawn,

Lying in darkness waiting for dawn,

Our strongest dreams are only envies. 

All we have are memories of dust.

All we have are memories of dust.

She turned after the first chorus to look at Andrews, winked and
then finished the other three verses. 

Then she started into another song.  It was completely
unlike anything Andrews had ever heard before.  Ep!phanee
tickled the keys rather than playing them, and when she sang, the
words seemed almost divorced from the music. 

It seems you don't want to see,

What you are doing to me,

My arms are waiting to caress you,

And to my heart they long to press you, sweet
heart.

He was lost in the magic of her voice and the words seemed
unimportant.  When she finished, she turned around.

He stood up and applauded, smiling.  “That was nice. 
Is that a new song?”

“That, my fine young man, is a very old song.  They call
that music Jazz and it’s one of the forerunners of Rock and
Roll.  It kind of disappeared along with the men.  That
was Billie Holiday—the last great jazz singer.”  As she spoke,
she moved catlike back across the room until she was next to
him.

“I’m sorry to say that I never heard of him.”

“Her.”

She stood up on her toes and pressed her mouth to his ear. 
When she spoke, her breath sent a shiver down his spine. 
Maybe it wasn’t just her breath.  “Have you ever had sex with
a woman?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then today really is a day of firsts,” she said, taking his
hand and leading him to the bedroom.

In the morning, Andrews opened his eyes to stare at the
ceiling.  He knew precisely where he was, but he didn’t
remember having fallen asleep.  He hadn’t imagined that it
would be like this.  He had learned all about sexual
intercourse in school and he had made his monthly donations since
he had turned eighteen, but it was still a surprise how much energy
he had expended.  It felt like a workout at the gym—a really,
really good workout.  The lights were all on and he turned to
examine Ep!phanee, lying beside him.  She was sleeping on her
side.  Her exposed back was completely covered by a large and
very colorful tattoo of an underwater coral reef scene, complete
with tropical fish, sea turtle, and a lobster.  It made her
white buttocks stand out all the more.

After pulling the blanket up to cover her, he got up and turned
off all the lights in the bedroom, then walked into the bathroom
and turned on the shower.  While waiting for the water to heat
up, he looked at himself in the mirror.  He had somewhat more
whisker shadow than would have been considered “five o’clock,” and
he was used to shaving before showering.  Unfortunately he
didn’t have his razor with him and there wasn’t a complimentary one
in the bathroom—only a tube of something called No-Hair, and it
specifically said that it was not for use on the face. 
Thankfully the hotel did offer complimentary shampoo and ten
minutes later Andrews was stepping out of the glass enclosed stall,
feeling much fresher than he had.

He was just getting ready to brush his teeth when he heard a
noise coming from the other room.  Leaning back to look out of
the doorway, he could see that Ep!phanee was still lying right
where he had left her.  He stepped quickly over to the chair
by the door where he had left most of his clothes.  Lying on
top of his jacket was his shoulder holster and the pistol it
contained.  He withdrew it and flipped on the power
switch.  He held it close to his chest, the grip in his right
hand and pressed the palm of his left over it to stifle the high
pitched whine. 

He could hear voices clearly from the living room now. 
Pivoting through the doorway, he brought up the pistol and took aim
at two figures standing by the couch.

“Freeze!”

The two women, both clad in red uniforms stopped where they
were.  Between them was a rolling metal tray of food beneath
covered dishes.  One of the women had one of the silver covers
lifted in the air and it stayed as frozen as the women did. 
Andrews pulled his pistol back, aiming it at the ceiling, while he
flipped off the power switch.  The women continued to stare,
their mouths open, obviously more surprised by the naked man than
the weapon he carried.

“Carry on then,” he said, ducking back into the bedroom and
holstering his gun before looking for his underwear.

“Is the living room safe?” asked Ep!phanee.

“I take it you ordered some food?”

“Woman does not live by hotdog alone, and I like a big
breakfast.  Why don’t you leave your clothes off?”

“I think I’ll get dressed.  You should feel free to stay
naked though.”

“Thank you.  I will.”  She walked over to him and
kissed him hard on the mouth.   Andrews finally
understood Penny’s comment about going to see her jewelry. 
Ep!phanee had things pierced that Andrews had not believed could be
pierced.  When she turned and made her way through the door,
he admired her catlike movements.

When he was dressed, he joined her.  The two waitresses had
gone, leaving an appealing arrangement of surf and turf.  As
he cut his steak, he couldn’t stop admiring the woman seated across
from him.  When she saw that he didn’t seem able to take his
eyes away, she moved slightly to give him a better view.

“Agent Andrews?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t you think it’s time I was able to call you something
else?”

“Hmm?  Oh.  My first name is John.”

“John.”  She rolled the sound around her mouth.  “How
unusual.”

“And what do I get to call you—Theresa?”

“God no!  I’ve had everyone who ever called me that
killed.  My friends call me Piffy.”

“I’m more than a friend now, aren’t I?”

“More or less.”

“I’m going to call you Fanny.”

“That’s obscene,” she frowned.

“No.  Your fanny is just your butt, right?”

She smiled and stood up.  “Here, let me show you what it
means.  You see this lonely little clown fish tattoo?”
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up? One can never tell, especially when Eaglethorpe tells the
story.
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