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​I: Thirty-Three Minutes and Twenty-Two Seconds
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Let's begin in the linear world.

I noticed her crawling in through the window I kept cracked open in the bathroom as I was prepping myself for departure. I was impressed. It was a prodigious feat to scale the ancient red bricks either three floors up from the alley or three floors down from the roof.

My overseer wondered why I would risk living in the chaos of Old Town rather than ensconcing myself in a housing complex within a secure, environmentally controlled thermoplastic shell in the City Core. Risk? The security devices I had installed could more than efficiently deal with intruders, and I felt much less safe closed in with tens of thousands of other citizens in a place that could theoretically prevent you from leaving just as easily as prevent others from entering. Out here I could make my own decisions; I had control. That was rarer than precious gems these days, especially for someone like me who spent most of my time under orders.

I had just finished putting on my wetsuit; my goggles were around my neck and my flippers in my hand. I watched as she squirmed in: first feet, then ass, then trunk. She had just got herself all the way through and was about to drop to the floor when she touched the stun field.

She shuddered, fell, and landed in a heap between a cabinet and the toilet.

She'd likely still be there in that exact position when I returned. And if she came round, the security program would knock her out again.

In the meantime, suited and ready, I entered the special chute I'd had installed and shot myself up to the roof.

The helicopter with pilot, copilot, and my three team members was waiting. Rhonda, Queequeg, and Fortress greeted me with hand signals, I strapped in, and we lifted off. Someone handed me a tablet, and I read mission instructions and studied available schematics. 

Below, the myriad lights of Old Town shown. Shortly after, we passed over the reflective surfaces of the City Core. Next was the brightly lit waterfront bordering the bay like a semicircle of glistening jewels, and then the occasional glimmer of a ship plying the open waters like a surfacing sea creature.

Once we passed the headland, though, the darkness was almost complete.

At this point the pilot engaged the time-shift mechanism. It sent us back, as usual, thirty-three minutes and twenty-two seconds. Also as usual, I became nauseated and felt as if I might rip apart with the strain of the transfer, but the sensation cleared quickly as my body adjusted to the new temporal reality. What always took longer to clear was the uneasy and unnatural sensation that I existed simultaneously in two different incarnations during the same period of time.

We headed out low over the ink-black waters, a multitude of silent stars above us.

Just ahead, a crimson flare erupted from the ocean's surface like a tiny comet and hung sputtering for a moment until it burnt itself out.

The copilot switched on a high-beam searchlight.

Below, a long sleek white yacht, its right front hull split open, foundered against a jagged reef. Smashing waves rocked it back and forth. For the moment it remained afloat, but when it sank, it would go fast.

There were four passengers and six crewmembers. Evidently some important personages were aboard; we had orders to save the passengers first. Usually that was standard procedure anyway.

We unstrapped, stood, and lined up.

One of my teammates jumped into the night, and then another.

It was my turn.

There's always a moment of apprehension before you commit to the task despite any amount of training you may have received. But then exhilaration, the thrill of the moment, overcomes the terror.

I leapt out of the open helicopter door, fell far down into the darkness, and plunged into the frigid sea.

*     *     *
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Back home, after I had divested myself of the wetsuit and equipment, showered, dressed in shorts and tee-shirt, and had a couple of shots of tequila, I went in to see how the intruder fared.

She was still out. A quick glance at security data revealed that she had woken twice and had been zapped back into unconsciousness.

I turned off the security system, picked her up, and laid her down on the couch with a pillow under her head. I was feeling magnanimous for some reason. Under other circumstances I would have trussed her up tight and called the agency disposal service.

She moaned and coughed thrice. It would take her some time to come around, and even when she did, she'd be imbecilic and compliant for a while.

In the meantime, I took a sample and ran her DNA through the company database on an encrypted channel.

Her name was Barbara Landon. She had a few aliases as well, but she was not a covert operative; she was a reporter, although not a by-your-bootstraps rags-to-riches one. She was born into wealth and did her information digging because she was a true believer. She worked for an independent internet fact-finding network that the justice department had been trying to take down for some time. It had sent her undercover to investigate the current refugee disappearance situation, and after that the slate was blank. She'd managed to remain hidden even from our company surveillance for the last few days. Impressive.

Until she broke into my place and fell flat on her ass.

The question was: why? I had no involvement with regular law enforcement dealing with human slavery and illegal immigrants. I was part of an elite private unit that handled emergencies only for high-profile individuals.

I went to the kitchen and brewed her some herbal tea, adding a few stimulants and other choice drugs that might more quickly revive her. I wanted some answers, and I couldn't get them while she was in the mental state of a toddler.

When I returned to the living room, her eyes were fluttering open. I set the tea on the coffee table, pulled an armchair up close, and sat down.

She stared at the ceiling for a while, blank-faced, and then noticed me. Her eyes widened.

"Hello Barbara," I said.

"Hello," she answered hesitantly.

"How are you feeling?"

"Okay."

"Do you know where you are?"

She shook her head.

"You're in my house. I'm a friend."

"You're my friend?"

"Yes."

She frowned. "But I don't know you."

"You forgot. Look, I made you some tea. Would you like to sit up and drink it?"

She grimaced. "I don't like tea."

"Oh, but this is special tea. You'll like its flavor."

She frowned again, but with considerable exertion managed to assume a sitting position.

As she took the cup I said, "Sip it slowly. It's still very warm."

She nodded, sipped, and smiled. "Yes," she said. "I like it. Thank you."

"You're welcome."

I waited patiently while she drank the tea. When she finished, she set down the cup, sat back, and looked around the room with vacant, abstract pleasure. Whenever her eyes met mine, she smiled.

As I waited for her to gather her wits, I opened my laptop and logged into my current college lesson. I was intent, finally, on getting my bachelor's degree and was working on it step by step, course by course. The rest of the team occasionally ridiculed me - with respect, of course - for not partying as hard as I used to. Something happened when I got into my thirties and a good textbook or complex equation began to thrill me as much as an open bar and smooth gyrating flesh. I could still drink, fuck, and fight with the best of them any day, but I made no apologies for attempting to broaden my horizons.

A half hour or forty minutes later I looked up.

Barbara showed no signs of regaining her lucidity. She flashed me another smile. It quickly turned to a startled frown as the door chimed.

She studied my expression, saw that I was not nonplussed, relaxed, and sat back. I half expected her to start sucking her thumb.

I picked up the apartment remote and checked the video feed downstairs.

It was Queequeg.

"What's up, man?" I said.

"What's up? Are you shitting me? It's Fortress's birthday. We're supposed to be getting together at the Screaming Eagle in half an hour. She hates it when we're late for anything, let alone her own bash."

"Ah, damn, I forgot. I don't know if I can make it."

"That's not an option, bro. You know that."

"I know; I know. It's just that... Hell, come on up and you'll see what I mean."

I buzzed him in and unlatched the door. 

A moment later he entered without knocking.

Barbara once again became momentarily startled but then lapsed back into lassitude. "Hello," she said.

"Hi," Queequeg replied, and gave me a comical who-the-hell-is-she expression.

He sat down on the opposite side of the couch from Barbara, but she sidled up close to him and said, "I like your pictures."

Queequeg was a tattoo enthusiast, you see, and every inch of his exposed arms and neck was covered with flamboyant dire wolves, dragons, women, landscapes, and mystic symbols.

Barbara picked up his left arm and studied it closely, turning it first one way and then the other.

I have to give him credit: Queequeg didn't say anything; he just looked at me, obviously expecting an explanation.

"She tried to break in," I said. "The security system took her down."

"And then why is she not in custody?"

"I don't know. I'm curious. She doesn't fit the profile of a burglar. She doesn't seem dangerous. When she regains her senses I want to ask her a few questions."

"That could take hours," said Queequeg. "In the meantime, the ladies will get very pissed off, and they will have good reason to be. Here's an idea: bring her along."

"I can't do that."

"Why not? She's harmless, you say, and she's agreeable. If she snaps out of it we can handle the situation."

"I don't know..."

"Fortress. Birthday. Failure is not an option."

"Shit. You're right. I'll get my jacket." I shut my laptop and stood up. "Barbara, come on. We're going to a party now."

"Oh. I like parties."

"Do you need to use the bathroom first?"

She appeared as if the thought would not have occurred to her. "Bathroom. Yes. I'll do that."

I sighed.

Queequeg grinned.

*     *     *
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The Screaming Eagle was well-surveilled, as were most such establishments, but Rhonda, our tech expert, had sussed out where all the cameras were and what angles they covered. We knew what we could get away with and what we couldn't, and if we wanted to do something we shouldn't, we knew how to conceal it from eyes attached to overly-conservative minds. We didn't give a damn who knew that our conversation was liberally sprinkled with expletives, and as for sensitive subject matter, we had long ago, as a team, worked out a system of verbal hints, gestures, and expressions that could get just about any point across while befuddling any eavesdroppers.

Once we arrived, after joining us for three rounds of raucous shots in Fortress's honor, Barbara looked mystified, as if she were about to throw up and couldn't understand what had made her so nauseated.

With cryptic terseness I briefly explained who she was to the lady members of our team.

Rhonda pulled out her hyper-equipped mobile phone, held it beneath table level while she worked with it for a few minutes, and then put it away again. "All right," she said. "I've destabilized the audio and video security pickup in here so we can talk. You shouldn't have brought her here, Mowgli."

"Why the hell not?" I asked.

Barbara had leaned back in her seat and was staring vacantly around, but that didn't differentiate her from half the people in the place.

"There's a price on her," said Rhonda.  "A big price. It's all over the dark web. Whoever's paying wants her alive, but it's okay if she's damaged as long as she can still communicate."

What the fuck? There hadn't been any mention of a contract in the company data I'd accessed. But then, for all its questionable ethics, the company was above-board and legitimate as far as I knew.

I sighed deeply and looked at Barbara.

I'd have to get her out of there, it seemed.

She'd begun to frown, only it wasn't I've got to puke and can't figure out why - it was I'm starting to come round and I'm trying to piece together how I got here.

Damn. Bad timing.

I said, "Fortress, I'm sorry as hell, but I think we need to leave."

Fortress glanced at me, Barbara, and the team, and said, "Fuck the party. Let's go."

Abruptly the mood changed. From a loose group of partying colleagues we consolidated into team mode.

Rhonda pulled out her device again and began manipulating data. She was doubtlessly blacking out surveillance devices to give us a wider radius of escape. Fortress and Queequeg, although outwardly effecting no change, snapped to alertness, checking the windows, door, and surrounding tables with ostensibly casual expressions.

"Three at the table under the decal display," said Queequeg. "Possibly two more at the bar. Hard to say if the two groups are together or not."

"I don't think they are," said Fortress.

Barbara was shaking her head. "Where am I?" she said. "What happened?"

"Back door, now." said Rhonda, with a nod of the head to indicate where it was.

I extended my hand toward Barbara. "Come on."

"Who the hell are you?" she said.

"No time to explain," I said, grabbed her arm, and pulled. I got her out of her seat - she was half-drunk and semi-pliant - but then she resisted.

I realized that our exit was not going to be as surreptitious as I'd hoped.

The three at the table - brawny men obviously packing weapons under their jackets - stood.

So did the men at the bar, who were smaller, wirier, but no less menacing.

"Take her," said Rhonda. "You two go first. Now."

I gripped Barbara's arm tighter and moved. "I'm not going to..." she started to say, and then stopped resisting as we shoved through the swinging door into the kitchen and chaos erupted behind us. I heard shots, breakage, shouts. Without looking back, I continued on through a narrow aisle between storage shelves until I hit an exit door and we found ourselves in a dark alley next to some dumpsters. The air was chill; a gentle rain fell.

In less than a minute the others joined us. Queequeg and Fortress had sprinkles of blood on their clothes and faces. I could tell from their expressions that it wasn't theirs.

Rhonda had her device out. "There'll be a ride at the end of the alley in ten seconds," she said.

We moved.

*     *     *
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Rhonda took us back to Old Town, where we entered a deserted subway tunnel and followed a maze of dark passageways by flashlight until we reached a cavernous chamber full of the dilapidated remains of buildings. We traversed corridors, doors, and stairways until we came to a rectangular, high-ceilinged room. Against one wall were desks and work tables heaped with monitors, computers, keyboards, and other devices; against the other were several cots. 

We grabbed assorted mismatched chairs and arranged them around a circular linoleum-topped cafeteria table.

Rhonda set a battery-operated lamp in the center and turned up the luminosity.

"Don't we have power down here?" I asked.

"Yes," said Rhonda. "But once we start to use it, we're traceable. Before we do, it might be beneficial to know what the fuck is going on."

During the escape, Barbara had gradually stopped protesting and resisting my pull. Eventually I was able to let go of her and allow her to make her own way.

She looked around at us now with no hint of puzzlement or dismay. "I'm hungry," she said.

Rhonda's expression showed quick anger, then analysis, and then wry amusement. She got up, reached into a cabinet, and tossed several brown plastic packets onto the table.

Queequeg groaned. "What the hell?  MREs? This sucks. Is that all you got?"

"That's it," said Rhonda.

"What's an MRE?" said Barbara.

"Meals, ready to eat," I said. "Standard military field rations. They taste like shit but keep you alive."

"How do you open them?"

I unsheathed my ankle knife and handed it to her.

As she slit the package, Queequeg said, "Please tell me at least that you have something to drink."

Rhonda set out some bottles of water.

Queequeg gave her a mock befuddled and dismayed expression.

Rhonda smiled and slammed down a half gallon of Jack Daniels.

"That's more like it," said Queequeg. "This might make the MREs almost palatable."

"You wish," said Fortress, and accepted a plastic cup that Rhonda proffered, opened the sealed whiskey bottle, and poured.  After taking a first sip, she turned to Barbara. "And now, true confession time."

"Short or long version?" said Barbara as she chewed on what was supposed to be some sort of barbecued beef.

"Abbreviated as hell," said Fortress.

"You know who I am?" said Barbara.

I nodded.

"The country has been accepting refugees from the Eurasian war in unprecedented numbers," she said. "It all comes across as extremely humanitarian. Too extremely, in fact. The numbers don't add up. A small percentage, which adds up to thousands, along with significant numbers of our own homeless, are falling between the cracks and vanishing. I went in to find out why."

Queequeg said, "What do you mean you went in?"

"I removed my identity chip, put myself in the right place, and passed myself off as a refugee."

I noticed the subtle distain vaporize and the first inklings of respect appear on the faces of my compatriots.

Queequeg said, "And did you find out anything?"

"They're disappearing, all right. They're being sold off."

The silence suggested the question, "To whom?"

"You've all read the newsfeeds about first encounter."

Of course we had. Who hadn't?

"Well, those things we have encountered, whatever they are, want some of us. For whatever reason. Maybe for experiments. Maybe they eat them. And they're willing to pay. The intermediary is not a government, though. It's a multinational group. They..."

"Just a moment," I said. "How did you manage to get away? There must have been security."

She shrugged. "I had an escape strategy. The point is, a transfer is supposed to take place soon, probably not the first, and I need you, and possibly that time travel device you use, to be able to stop it."

After another quizzical silence, she added, "I come from the stratum of clientele that your agency was formed to protect. Under other circumstances, I might have been able to call on you in an official capacity to assist me."

"Why not now?" said Fortress.

"Because some of those clients are in on this refugee thing. It's big. We're not talking millions but multi-billions. And possibly some inconceivably advanced alien technology thrown in to sweeten the deal."

In the silence that followed, Fortress and Queequeg pushed their whisky cups away from themselves and reached for water bottles.

Barbara said, "What?"

"We never get shit-faced before deployment," said Queequeg. "It dulls the reflexes."

"Deployment? But..."

"If what you say is true and some of our clients are involved in this, we could get called in at any time," said Fortress.

"But you can't help them," said Barbara. "The lives of those refugees are at stake."

"You don't know who you're dealing with, do you?" said Fortress. "We're under orders. We've taken oaths. We get paid a lot of money."

Barbara said, "Why do you think I came to you? I know your backgrounds. You're not just mercenaries, you're heroes. Every one of you."

Queequeg chuckled, assumed his mischievous party face, and gave a mock-serious salute. "Did I ever tell you about the time I got pissed off at a party this L.A. socialite was throwing?"

"Yes, you did," said Fortress, in a disgusted tone of voice.

Queequeg ignored her. He was obviously directing the soliloquy at Barbara. "She's one of those stuck-up actresses who thinks she's first-rate but never gets nominated for awards. She was being a bitch. She knew me, knew us, I mean..." - he swept his arm indicating the team - "...but she was blatantly ignoring us in favor of her celebrity guests. She'd partied with us - puked in front of us, for Christ's sake. So we decided to leave. Before we did, though, I went into the bathroom and dropped a dookie into the toilet tank. Do you know how difficult that would have been to clean out?"

Fortress snorted.

Rhonda rolled her eyes.

I betrayed no emotion that I was aware of. I was used to Queequeg's anecdotes. He was obviously denigrating the use of the word hero.

"I'm being serious here," said Barbara.

Rhonda said, "Fortress is right. We can't remain off the grid for long. If shit's hitting the fan, we could get called in at any moment. I'll have to reactivate communications, at least to find out what's going on."

Barbara seemed near tears. "No. No, you can't."

I sympathized with her, but what else could we do? We were professionals trained in search and rescue, and we were honor-bound to be available for our clients. Although we were licensed to handle a wide range of weaponry, we were not combatants. We saved lives; we didn't take them. And lives might be in danger.

"I'm sorry, Barbara," I said. "We have to report in. We have no choice."

Barbara sighed. A tear did trickle down her cheek.

Rhonda pulled out her phone and rapidly tapped its face for a few seconds. She drew it closer to her and squinted as she read the results. "It's strange," she said. "The deep communications grid shows a..."

Abruptly simultaneous explosions shattered the quietness and burst the doors at either end of the room.

Barbara fell backwards and banged her head on the floor.

Fortress, Queequeg, Rhonda and I drew weapons and rolled for cover, but there was really nowhere to go. Four-man teams brandishing submachine guns entered from both sides. We could probably have taken out a few of them but not the whole group. They had to have used the time-shift mechanism to have gotten there so quickly, which meant that they were as well-trained as we were.

We dropped our pistols and knives and slowly stood up. Only Rhonda momentarily hesitated.

On the tables against the wall, the monitor at the far end winked on, a man and a marionette appeared, and a chorus of children's voices began to sing the Howdy Doody theme song. The second monitor commenced the title sequence from the original series of Star Trek, and the third the title sequence from Buffy the Vampire Slayer.

Typical Rhonda.

However, the three of us were not watching the monitors but her, and when she gave us the hand signal to shut our eyes, we immediately complied.

Even with my eyes closed, the brightness of the burst was well-nigh intolerable.

Give credit to our assailants: while stumbling blindly they did not indiscriminately open fire. We retrieved our weapons, disarmed them, and trussed them up with handcuffs, duct tape, and baling wire.

"We've got to get out of here," said Rhonda. "Another team could be here as soon as these don't report in."

Barbara was still on the floor, rolling her head and moaning. Fortress and Queequeg each took an arm, helped her to her feet, and supported her.

Rhonda tapped her phone, presumably laying out an escape route.

"All right," I said. "Let's go."

*     *     *
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We found ourselves another safe house. We each had several. This was one of Queequeg's. It had a fully-stocked bar, softly-cushioned armchairs, and a library of graphic novels and porn.

We had to have information. The problem was, if we tried to search for it on the Web, we would be swiftly detected, assaulted, and apprehended. We debated the situation until we came up with a plan of sorts.

We needed a time travel device. With it, we could conduct our search, download the information, and escape into the past before we could be caught. Our assailants would only be able to travel back thirty-three minutes and twenty-two seconds once they caught wind of us in the future, while we would be able to go back that much farther to buy us the margin we would need to be able to escape.

Fortunately, procuring a device would not have to involve a physical assault on a defended location, which would have been well-nigh impossible. Instead, we needed to make contact with a former field operative and now lab rat who used to work on my team and who owed me big time: I was responsible for the fact that he was still alive.

Rhonda and I left Barbara in the custody of Fortress and Queequeg and ventured forth into the city. Rhonda had her phone out and was constantly busy creating a muffled tunnel of information silence around us. She explained that even this was risky, as a savvy programmer could watch for and pick up such anomalies. However, our advantage was that certain facets of the criminal underworld used them routinely, and someone trying to locate us would be unable to differentiate between silent tunnels they made and silent tunnels we made.

Drake, the lab rat, knew the value of solidarity and was immediately amenable to helping us, no questions asked. He and Rhonda, working together, managed to disable the device's tracker without making it seem that they had done so.

Before we left, Drake said, "Each time you use it, you have to return to the time stream you start it in before you can use it again. That prevents you from jumping farther back into the past. Thirty-three minutes and twenty-two seconds is the effective limit of the apparatus."

"Why the fuck is that?"

Drake shook his head. "Nobody knows, not even the top cogitators. I have seen multiple whiteboards lined up one after the other, all full of equations from top to bottom that supposedly explain the phenomenon. I have heard of complex computer programs set to work to figure it out. But in the end..." He shrugged. "Maybe it's the universe protecting itself from paradoxes. Maybe it's superior alien entities imposing limits on us to keep us in line."

"Whatever it is, man, thanks for your help."

He shook my hand, and Rhonda's, and we were on our way.

Our next step was to install the device in Fortress's van, which was constructed of lightweight reinforced metal and had all sorts of intricate safety and security features. 

We didn't have to be moving to initiate time travel, but our plan was to be out of the area before whoever would be tracking us recovered from the shock of our disappearance. We chose a long stretch of open freeway leading into the city. Rhonda created a program that would search for and download the information we needed in a matter of seconds. She devised another program that would calculate the speed Fortress would have to maintain and the precise moment we would have to time jump in order to avoid hitting any vehicles when we reemerged onto the freeway.

We began our run at five minutes to three in the morning in an outlying suburb that the ever-expanding city had recently swallowed. Traffic was sparse; lights were low; overhead we could make out stars and satellites and occasional aircraft. We were in full stealth mode: traffic monitors wouldn't detect more than a vagrant wind.

Although we recognized the efficacy of remaining split up into smaller units, we had decided to stay together for this operation. We had no idea what the consequences would be or where it would take us, and nobody wanted to miss any action.

Well, nobody, that is, except perhaps Barbara. She might have preferred to have been home in a bathrobe sipping a glass of wine. She had a nasty welt on the back of her head. I'd given her a painkiller to help with the headache that had left her disoriented and rather punch-drunk.

Queequeg was riding shotgun upfront with Fortress; Rhonda sat at a side-table heaped with computer equipment; I sat next to the cot on which Barbara lay with a silly grin on her face.

"It worked," she said.

"What worked?"

"I came looking for you and here you are: you and your team of super-people."

"We're not super; we're just trained."

"What's the difference?"

"Unlike comic book heroes, we have no guarantee of winning," I said.

"Way to be optimistic," said Queequeg.

"Yeah, speak for yourself, you damned pessimist," said Fortress.

Rhonda interrupted. "What's our speed?"

"Ninety."

"Bring it up to ninety-five."

"All right," said Fortress. "Done."

Rhonda tapped keys and studied the gleaming monitor in front of her. "Here we go," she said. "Is everyone ready for the shit to hit the fan?"

She didn't expect any replies and we didn't proffer any.

"Keep the speed steady," said Rhonda. "Stay in the middle lane. The data's coming in now."

"They've arrived," said Queequeg. "Three choppers coming in fast and low. They're making no effort to conceal themselves."

"They probably want to intimidate us," I said. "I doubt they care what state we end up in, but they probably still want Barbara alive."

"There you go again with that optimism," said Queequeg. "I don't know how you manage."

"Fuck you too," I said.

"They're getting close," said Fortress.

Rhonda said, "Just a few more seconds. And three, two, one..."

I felt that nauseating lurch that accompanies the time jump. 

Barbara appeared shocked. I thought she might throw up, so I tried to soothe and reassure her by holding her hand and stroking her brow.

Traffic and light patterns on the highway shifted.

The banter stopped. Silently Fortress took the predetermined exit and drove along dark semi-deserted streets until we came to our next hideaway.

This time it was one of Rhonda's. It was comfortable yet Spartan, well-organized and neat as a pin.

While the rest of us ate and drank - no alcohol, just straight-up water - Rhonda analyzed the data she had downloaded.

Barbara fell asleep. 

Rhonda called Fortress, Queequeg, and I over and explained to us what she had found. They were taking people, all right, not just from our city but from several locations around the country. International data was inconsistent and unreliable but it could have been happening in other countries too. Nobody was really off the grid anymore, and Rhonda showed us the statistics on how the refugee, homeless, and even criminal populations were dwindling in the precise locations that alien spacecraft had landed. Concurrently, financial accounts were swelling in certain government and private channels. Because of the timing and almost unbelievable amount of kickback involved, Rhonda even proffered the hypothesis - although she admitted the data to back it up were insufficient - that the war might have been initiated with the sole purpose of obtaining refugees to sell off.

It was a lot to assimilate, but if even only a small portion were true, we all realized we were way over our heads in some serious shit.

*     *     *
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The worst thing you can do when you're not sure what to do is to act impulsively. Although we realized that shortness of time was most likely a critical factor, we were exhausted. We took advantage of the relative safety of our location and got some shut-eye.

When I woke up, I smelled eggs, bacon, toast, and coffee. The others, including Barbara, were at the table already. Until I had devoured half my food I didn't bother to even tune in to the conversation.

Finally Queequeg managed to get my attention. "Do you think Drake would be able to get us any more of those devices?"

I shook my head. "Even taking the one was a risk. We can't go back there. We'll have to work with what we have."

Fortress said, "What exactly are we trying to do? It was my birthday, for fuck's sake. We were having an innocent little celebration, and all of a sudden we're fighting our way out of an ambush. We steal a government device. Now we're fugitives. I don't even know if we can go back to our jobs. Unless we turn in this one." She nodded towards Barbara. "She's the one that seems to be causing all the trouble."

It was the longest speech I'd ever heard Fortress make at one time.

I could see that Barbara was becoming agitated so I held up my hand to reassure
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