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Sabrina’s eyelids fluttered in the midst of a dream in which a tiny maniacal form was torturing her, fiendishly stabbing her about the head with needles.  It was so vivid and frightening she tried to awaken, like you can sometimes do in a shocking nightmare, but her body was paralyzed.  She was blind. She couldn’t move.

“Rest, dear.  You’re fine.  Just relax.  That’s good, Sabrina.”  The calm, gentle voice went on and on, soothing her, and she slept on.

Hours later, Sabrina’s eyes opened.  Dizzy and confused, almost stupefied with sleep, her hand touched her head, checking for the sharp protuberances from her intense nightmare.  Dazzling lights from above stabbed her eyes like the tormenting needles in the dream.  Was it an operating room?  The beach?  The light was blinding and she was so frightened.

She turned her head, squinting away from the brilliant lights, and caught herself reflected in a mirror.  Then the image startled her, moving an arm slowly, independently, throwing it sideways.  Sabrina realized that the body she had recognized as her own was someone else entirely.  Now that she finally remembered where she was, Ferd’s Tanning Salon, she smiled at her silly panic.

The woman on the tanning bed next to hers was in the exact same position, which contributed to the perception that Sabrina was looking at her reflection.  But the body was totally nude.  

Sabrina wondered why the same woman who would go to a tanning salon, a rather frivolous and unhealthy compliance to a glamorous image, didn’t bother to comb her hair.  

A bell went off to remind Sabrina to turn over and she picked up the double spoon-like device to protect her eyes and sat up, pushing down the top of her bathing suit, peering at her chest.  There was a tan line already.  Maybe the woman next to her had the right idea, getting a tan without wearing anything, but Sabrina thought it looked sexier to have a contrast between the parts that were usually covered and those that were usually uncovered.  

There were only two couches in the tiny room and Sabrina felt uncomfortable about lying so close to another person.  Especially since that person was nude and a female.  There had been some experience lying next to nude men.  

She sneaked another swift glance at the body next to hers.  The proportions were really remarkably like her own.  The woman had long ectomorphic limbs and a very small waist.  Not many people were as tall or as thin as she and this other woman.  The woman’s hair was a shocking white, like Sabrina’s own natural color.  It was snarled as though it had not been combed in at least a week.  But this was L.A.  Probably a new look.  

The woman’s hair brought back unpleasant memories of her own nick-name as an adolescent.  She had been dubbed ‘Mop-Head’ because of her long, string-bean body and stark-white hair.  When she had shorn her hair to escape the nickname, the only thing that changed was the moniker, which became ‘Q-Tip Head.’ Things had changed in the intervening years, but she never forgot the pain.

Sabrina had come to the tanning salon because she had a modeling interview.  It was a California Beach Toothpaste Commercial.  She wanted the look that said, ‘I know how unhealthy a tan is, but really, Darling, can I help it if my West Coast Lifestyle of surfing, tennis, swimming and skating in my tiny bikini on the Santa Monica Pier gives me a Glow?’  An impossible image for a person so pale she almost appeared albino, saved only by dark brows and lashes, and the fact that her eyes were blue, not bunny pink.

Exposure as a model gave her fashion design business authenticity as a real influence in woman’s fashions in Los Angeles.  If her face was tan, her teeth would look whiter, which was why she had gone to Ferd’s Tanning Salon that morning and was assured by Ferd himself, a little gnome of a man whom she towered over by a least a foot, that there were absolutely no UV rays in his new filtered tanning devices.  She had studied the top of his pink bald head, listened to his patter of safe tanning with UV filtering, looked into simple honest blue eyes, and believed him.  Sabrina had been surprised when Ferd led her to the actual salon.  It was a small, claustrophobic room, rescued only by several posters on each wall of beautiful ocean vistas with white sand and palms.  Mostly she had been surprised that there were only two tanning beds in the entire place.  

Sabrina sighed and closed her eyes, trying to forget that another person was in the room.  Even lying on her stomach the rays were bright and she closed her eyes.  As she drifted near sleep again she thought of Mark.  He said she looked anemic.  Maybe a tan would take away that pale bloodless look.  Sabrina wondered just what he really wanted, or what any man wanted.  After three years it was still a mystery.  She wanted to marry Mark and have a baby.  Soon.  She would never tell him, of course.  

Mark said he liked her thin.  He admired her for starting her own business and for being so bright and independent, but Sabrina knew he had been attracted to pretty and vapid air-heads in the past.  Mark grandly proclaimed that Sabrina was all any man could wish for, but he dated other women.  He didn’t say so, but she knew.  So Sabrina dated other men and didn’t keep it a secret.

She heard the bell but didn’t feel like moving.  Just thinking about Mark made her heart pound.  She loved Mark’s thickness and substantiality.  Even his hands were thick.  He was her physical opposite, dark and massive.  

She heard the bell again, louder this time.  How could the couch know she hadn’t turned over?  Springs or something?  Ferd had assured her of complete privacy, saying he would be in his apartment upstairs.  No one was watching to see if she flipped.  There were no windows.  Anyway, Sabrina thought irritably, how could she feel complete privacy with another person, nude at that, in same the room.  Privacy was not being stuck with another person on a couch less than five feet away.  She thought she would wait and see if the ping came again, but decided she was being silly and turned over.

Sabrina felt herself falling asleep and tried to fight it but the bodily compulsion to sleep was overpowering.

That bell is annoying, Sabrina thought groggily, a while later.  Now she knew what narcolepsy felt like.  She was too lethargic to move and so thirsty her tongue felt attached to the roof of her mouth.

The tanning light was out.  She was actually a little chilled and she had the uncomfortable prickly sensation that someone was watching her.  She turned over and felt a thrill of electricity zip through her as she glanced at the other couch.  The woman was there, sitting on the edge of her tanning bed, staring at Sabrina.  

She had Sabrina’s face.  

Sabrina assured herself that she was still asleep, having an odd dream triggered by the fact that the other woman’s body appeared so similar to her own.  She closed her eyes, shook her head and opened them again.  She watched the woman shake her head.  

The woman’s eyes grew large and round.  The brows went up and the mouth opened slightly, stretching back, revealing her teeth, transforming her countenance into one of extreme terror.  Seeing her own fear reflected by the other woman petrified Sabrina for an instant.  Then she threw her legs over the edge of the couch, preparing to run out of the room, when her body collapsed.  

Sabrina folded up on the floor between the two couches, landing painfully on her tailbone.  She felt enmeshed in a horrible nightmare, like a paralyzed somnambulist, as she struggled to rise.  Her muscles were like jelly and the pain in her tailbone excruciating.

Sabrina laboriously pulled herself up on the edge of the tanning couch, wondering what had happened.  Something was horribly wrong with the whole situation; her abnormal sleepiness, the strange duplicate woman, and worst of all, her body not functioning normally.  She was trembling with the effort to make her muscles respond to simple commands such as, Get up and get the hell out of here.  That was impossible, so she concentrated on taking some deep shaky breaths.  She kept her eyes lowered.  Finally she looked up.

The woman was there, staring at her.  Same breasts too, Sabrina thought, looking at the woman critically.  She appeared younger, though.  The eyebrows were tangled.  Of course, she doesn’t take care of them, like not shaving her legs.  The woman did not have any lines on her forehead, but the eyes were the exact same shade of light blue.  The nose and mouth perfect replicas.  There were no little lines in the woman’s neck, as though the head had never made an independent movement.

“The bathroom is across the hall.”

Oh great, Sabrina thought, she has my face and body and is able to read my mind.  

“They say everyone in the world has a double, somewhere,” Sabrina remarked thoughtfully as the woman continued staring.  “Is this some strange coincidence?”

“No,” the woman said.

“I don’t mean to be rude.  What’s your name?”  Sabrina asked.

“No name.  Your name?”

“Sabrina.  Everyone has a name.”

“No one named me.”

“Where do you come from?”

“Here.”

The woman must be insane.  A deranged woman with Sabrina’s own face and body.  Or else she herself was insane.  Something to do with this incredible new modern tanning device that renders insanity along with a beautiful tan.  Cooks you inside and out.

“I would like to look like you,” the woman said.

Sabrina was thinking, Maybe she’s some kind of a clone.  She looked up at the tanning machine.  It was weird looking in a high tech kind of way.  The hood was a gray funnel which went all the way up to the ceiling.  Maybe it went through the ceiling.  Sabrina had a strong compulsion to run again.  She stood up, but still felt faint; her vision darkened and flashing lights sparkled in front of her eyes.  She sat down abruptly, wondering if she had been drugged or had contracted some terrible neurological disease.  

Sabrina shrank back as the woman got up, took hold of her arm firmly and started walking slowly to the door, pulling Sabrina with her.  The woman stumbled a few times, but moved relentlessly.  Her grip was a painful vice.

“Where are you taking me?”  Sabrina asked.

“You want to go to the bathroom,” the woman said.

“Mind reading?”  Sabrina asked.

“Your body says.”  

This is too weird, Sabrina thought as she went into the bathroom.  She looked in the mirror above the sink.  She was spectacularly tan but her face looked puffy, like she had been asleep for an extended period.  She used the toilet, splashed her face with water and drank out of the faucet.  

The woman was outside the door when she left the bathroom.

“We better get dressed,” Sabrina said, walking toward the locker room.  Seeing the woman again was a shock.  She was standing there without clothes like it was a perfectly normal state.

“I don’t have garments.”

Sabrina stopped and turned around.

The woman had gone past her into the bathroom and was peering at her face.  “I like looking like you.”  

Suddenly there was a terrifically loud crashing noise from above the tanning salon.  Sabrina jumped with shock, clapped her hands to her ears, and ran into the locker room.  There were more crashes.  It sounded like gun shots.  And very close.  

Sabrina peeked out of the locker room, squinting and waiting for the next one.  The woman was standing right at the door so Sabrina pulled her inside and slammed the door.

“We have to get out of here,” Sabrina said, dressing rapidly.  “There’s something very odd about this place.”

“Okay.”  The woman was standing motionless.

“The back door is down the hall.  We can make a run for it.  Sounded like someone was shooting a gun.”

“Yes.”  

The woman was still standing there, absolutely peaceful.

“No clothes,” Sabrina said.  “Shit, you have no clothes?”

“No.”  The woman was maddeningly calm.

Sabrina threw her coat at the woman.  “Put that on.  Hurry.”  The woman put it on.  Perfect fit of course.

“No shoes,” Sabrina muttered, and peeked carefully out of the doorway toward the reception area.  

She could hear a murmur of masculine voices: “She’s still drugged.  Couldn’t have heard a thing.  Now you want to take the computer, and get rid of the original?  Are you both crazy! After all my work making her...What’s wrong with you two?  Carrying guns like gangsters!”

Sabrina recognized the shrill voice of Ferd, the tiny old guy who owned the tanning salon.

On no, Sabrina thought, shaking and starting to pant.  They drugged me, made this woman, or computer or whatever, and now they’re going to kill me.

Sabrina strained her ears but could only hear a mumble of voices, and then: “I’ve destroyed the copy machinery.”  It was the old man’s voice, sounding panicky.

That must have been the crashes.  Messing up the machine.

Sabrina pulled the woman out of the locker room, putting a finger firmly over her mouth to keep her quiet.  They tiptoed down the long hall toward the back door.

“They’re coming after us,” the woman said.  

Should she let them have the woman?  Sabrina wondered, as they crept toward the door.  They would search for her.  For both of them.  And the woman obviously could not take care of herself.  Poor thing hadn’t even known how to button the coat Sabrina gave her.  Maybe the woman was not human.  They had called her a computer.  But maybe she was, and maybe they would experiment on her, hurt her.  

Sabrina started running, hearing footsteps thundering down the stairs from above.

Sabrina was afraid the killers might find her anyway.  It’s hard to be anonymous when you’re on the cover of magazines.  But, maybe not.  Sabrina didn’t believe her modeling photographs looked anything like herself.  She was so glitzed up she appeared like a plastic mannequin.  Somehow nonexistent cleavage, cheekbones and sullen lips appeared.  The pictures never revealed how very tall and skinny she was.

Almost to the door.  

Sabrina glanced behind her.  There were two gigantic dark men at the end of the hallway.  They stopped suddenly, now stalking slowly toward the women down the dim hallway.  The back door had a bolt and Sabrina yanked at it ineffectively until the woman reached around her and turned the knob.  Sabrina jerked the door open, grabbed the woman’s arm, and pulled her outside.

Sabrina could see her car a half block away.  She ran toward it, dragging the woman, who stumbled after her.  

Sabrina glanced back.  The two men were outside now.  One of them shouted, “Put the goddamned gun away! Go get the car.”

Sabrina felt like she was in a nightmare.  The sun was in the wrong position and made the normal residential street appear surrealistic and alien.

Perhaps she was still drugged and a little sluggish, but Sabrina had always had a funny metabolism.  Valium, codeine, grass, sleeping pills and alcohol never gave her a comforting relaxed feeling.  Now she had barely escaped because the drugs had worn off before they anticipated.  

Sabrina glanced back.  One man was hurrying around the corner, probably to get a car.  The other was rushing after them.  Sabrina fumbled the key in the lock and pushed the woman inside.

“A car.”

“Yes,” Sabrina said, hustling the woman toward the passenger side.  “Move over.  Fast.”  She locked the door.

The car coughed, almost died, then coughed again.  “Don’t die on me,” Sabrina muttered.

“I won’t die on you,” the woman said.

Sabrina glanced at her.  The woman’s expression was perfectly serious.

“Thank you,” Sabrina said as the car revved and they burnt rubber in a fast U-turn, shooting past the man who had been rushing toward them.  “Let’s haul ass out of here.”

Sabrina didn’t think anyone had caught up, with all the wild turns she was making, but she went to a nearby residential area and cruised.  She thought a blue car was following, but couldn’t be sure.  Then she watched in her rear view mirror as the car stopped in front of an apartment building.  False alarm, she thought.  

When she got home she would have to call the police.  They would think she was crazy, but she had the evidence sitting right beside her.  Undoubtedly, they would believe the woman was crazy, too.  She talked very peculiarly and there were no real clones, or computers, or whatever the hell she was.  

Sabrina drove to her condominium and parked underground in her assigned space.  The woman was staring at her again in that strange way, without blinking.  The woman did not look too terrific.  The garage elevator went directly to the lobby of the condominium, not to the floors above, so the doorman could screen everyone.

Now I get to walk past the doorman with a woman who looks exactly like me with bushy tangled hair, hairy legs and no shoes, Sabrina thought.  Wonderful.

“If the doorman says anything, you’re my double.  You’re the ‘Before’ and I’m the ‘After’ for a commercial.  Okay?”

“I am your double, the Before.  I don’t know what a Before is.”

“That’s all right,” Sabrina said, sighing.  What a horrible complication the woman was.  And how disconcerting her staring.  Maybe she would regain her memory and figure out where she really belonged.

“How do you feel?”  Sabrina asked.

“Running was new.”

“Everything will be all right,” Sabrina said.  “We just have to get past the doorman.”

“We rush again?”

“No.  We’ll walk.  You stay close behind me.”

“I’m your double.  Not dumb...just new.”

“Of course you are.  New, I mean,” Sabrina said.  She felt sorry for the woman and drawn to her in a strange way.  Sabrina wondered if she ever smiled.

They walked through the blessedly empty garage over to the elevators.

“You were stumbling when you took me to the bathroom.  And you said running was new?”  Sabrina said as they waited for the elevator.

“When I started walking, I fell down a lot.”

Aha, Sabrina thought.  Childhood memories of toddling to the arms of loving parents.  

“But I was much larger, then,” the woman said.

“I’m not a small person, just skinny.  And we seem to be exactly the same size.”

“Ferd couldn’t decide whether to make me a man or a woman, so when he started me, I was big.”

The woman still did not blink.  Sabrina pushed the elevator button again.  This was definitely lunacy tunes times.  La La Land for this lady.  If she was a lady.

The woman continued, “Ferd said I would be too strong to handle as a man, so he made me a women, in case the experiment went out of control.  Meaning me.”

Sabrina closed her eyes briefly and shook her head.  Now she would have to wonder if the woman was dangerous.  “Did you ever see yourself before—uh—you looked like me?”  

“Yes.”

“What did you look like?”

“The Michelin Man.”

The elevator arrived and Sabrina positioned the woman behind her as the doors closed.  The elevator was swift and she wanted to be prepared before they got out.  The Michelin Man?

“Stay behind me and act casual,” Sabrina said as the doors opened into the lobby.  

Jack, the doorman, saw her and waved as Sabrina stepped out of the elevator.  Luckily, someone came into the lobby and Jack turned away.  Sabrina saw an elevator opening across the lobby, walked briskly to it.  The woman was right behind her.  At least she follows directions well, Sabrina thought as they rose silently.

Sabrina closed the door of her apartment with a sigh of relief, but it only seemed like a haven for a moment.  The stranger, who had once looked like a Michelin Man according to her own testimony, was in Sabrina’s own apartment now, and maybe she was dangerous.  Outside was dangerous too.  Thugs with guns were searching for her and the experiment who looked just like her.  

The woman was staring in her intent way, again.  She did not look expectant or anything.  She was just standing there, but she had started to blink.  You never realized how abnormal it was when someone did not blink until you saw it.

“I have to go make a call,” Sabrina said, intensely needing privacy.  “You make yourself at home.”

She knew she could not call the police and face their questions.  Not yet.  She needed to talk to Mark.  She felt, but did not really believe, his voice could reduce her back to sanity, or something approximating it.  

She went directly into her bedroom.  The hell with manners.  The woman didn’t have any, with all that staring.  Enough to make her crazy, even if she hadn’t been drugged and cloned and there weren’t people who wanted to kill her to protect their scientific creation.

Sabrina sat on the edge of the bed and dialed, glancing at the bedside clock.  She suddenly realized that she had been at the tanning salon all day.  No wonder the sun had appeared to be in the wrong position when she ran to the car.  

She sagged with relief when Mark answered.

“Sabrina.”  She heard his smile.

“Mark, I need help.  Right now.  Something very serious happened.”

“Why are you whispering?”  Mark whispered back.

“Please, Mark.  Can you come here?”

“Tell me what it is.  Are you okay?”

“No.  Listen, I know you have plans for tonight, but I’m so scared.”

“Tell me.”

“I have to show you.”

“Why can’t you tell me? Maybe you’ll feel better.”

“You wouldn’t believe me,” Sabrina said.  

There was a pause, “I’ll come over.  Right now.”

“Good.”

“Take care, sweetie.  I’ll be there in a minute.”

Sabrina found the woman standing in front of the open refrigerator door in the kitchen drinking maple syrup, Aunt Jemima’s Buttery, from the pour spout.  

“I needed brain food.  Glucose.”

“Drink all you want,” Sabrina said.

Sabrina mechanically filled the tea pot with water and put it on a burner.

The woman was staring at her again, holding the maple syrup container.  After a few gulps more she replaced the bottle.

Sabrina got two cups and put them on the kitchen table, wondering if the woman reacted badly to stimulants.  Even tea.  Maybe she got homicidal on caffeine, but Sabrina noticed she herself was feeling better and decided not to worry so much.

“Let’s sit down,” Sabrina said.  “I want to know all about you.  We have to decide what to do.”

Sabrina sipped the tea.

The woman was copying her, Sabrina realized, when the woman frowned a little as Sabrina had done when it scalded her tongue.

“Too hot?”  Sabrina asked.

“I don’t feel hot,” the woman answered.

“Why not?”

“I don’t have the nerve receptors.”

Sabrina looked at the woman curiously.  There was almost no inflection at all in her voice.  Exactly like she had no opinions or emotions.  Or, Sabrina thought eerily, like she really was a machine.  The lack of voice intonation made the woman hard to understand and she had to think a moment before replying.

“That could be dangerous.”

“I don’t feel pain, either.  I could inadvertently burn myself, be on fire, and not know it until I actually saw it.”

No emotion whatsoever about being on fire?

The woman got up and went to the drawers that held cooking utensils.  She opened a few and took out a knife.  It was a big one.  

Sabrina felt a sudden thrill of fear.  The woman would kill her! Then she watched in horror as the woman calmly sliced her own palm, very quickly and deeply.  Blood drops pattered to the floor.  The woman put the bloody knife back into the drawer and sat down again, holding out her hand in Sabrina’s direction.

Sabrina watched as the cut stopped bleeding almost immediately and closed up, erasing the wound magically.

“Accelerated healing,” the woman said, and sipped her tea.
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CHAPTER 2
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“You dumb shit,” Alexander said, frowning at his brother as he drove down Sunset Boulevard toward their home in Bel Air.  “Why didn’t you get the damn license number?”

“She was driving like a maniac,” Stephen wined.  “And a blue car was right on her tail.  I couldn’t see.”

“You drive like a little old lady,” Alexander stated furiously.  

“Well, you were just standing there.  They drove right past you.  You should have gotten the number.”

“Hell.  We’ll find them.  We’re going to make so much money, nothing will matter at all.”

“How?  You called the Defense Department and said the experiment died.  You planning to say it was magically resurrected?”

“No.  I got a better idea.  Remember the corporation making a takeover bid for two electronics firms in the Silicon Valley last year?”  Alexander asked.

“Oh no,” Stephan moaned.  A big brooding dark man, he was wincing and shaking his head.  “You didn’t!”

“The one buying all the real estate near San Francisco?  The one we worked with, on the merger here in Los Angeles?”

“Shit.  The Japanese?  That Hashimoto will chew you up and spit you out like hamburger,” Stephan protested, remembering the small dapper Japanese with seemingly infinite patience.  The man whose patience was trickery; whose small stature had hidden his inexorable will; who had hammered Stephan and Alexander and all their partners into submission to his own volition.  A very scary guy to deal with.  A man who did not understand the meaning of  No.

“I called them while you were cruising around aimlessly,” Alexander said.

“You’re crazy if you think we can sell it to Hashimoto.  You’re in way over your head.”  Stephan stated.  

“I can handle it.”  

“We barely got out of that last deal alive.”

“We have the leverage, now.  Hashimoto’s flying over himself.  You know how the Japanese are about new computer technology.  Who cares if they fucking tear it apart to see how it works.  We’ll get a long term contract.”

“You’re out of your goddamned mind!” Stephan could feel the eye tic beginning again, the one that he had acquired during past negotiations with Hashimoto.

“First,” Stephan ticked off on his fingers, “we don’t have it.  Secondly, we’re supposed to get it to work for them?  What if the implant made her insane.  She might be crazy instead of brilliant.”

Alexander, hunched over the steering wheel, went on as if he had not heard Stephan, “A computer does not get a salary.  We do.  The computer is out of the country and who knows where it went?  My friend in Defense warned me we could be in serious trouble for aiding in the experimentation on a human being.  So we’re off the hook.  And the Japanese are talking in the millions a year.  Just to use her.  And if we can get information on how she was made, we’ll be billionaires.”

“Oh God,” Stephan said, his eye juddering erratically.  “When are they arriving?”

“In three days,” Alex said, smiling triumphantly.  “We’ll have to work fast.”

*     *     *     *     *
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Burgess Whitcomb did not believe the preposterous theory that was directing all the covert activity for a second.  Two dipsy lawyers had reported to Acquisitions at the Defense Department that a reputed genius inventor/medical doctor had developed a computer that could be implanted into a human brain; that this human-computer could be used as a secret government weapon.  

As if that were not enough rubbish, the lawyers also claimed the computer gave the implantee incredible strength and recuperative powers.  

Burgess Whitcomb knew it was all a crock of mule manure, and he was extremely irritated that he had been assigned to oversee the investigation in California.  He would be surprised if they even found some poor mutilated dead person with his cranium opened and some device inserted inside.  Burgess was forced to take the allegations seriously though, even if he found them wacky.  This was a top secret, Black Investigation.  

Burgess Whitcomb had methodically began the investigation with the career of Ferd Steinbrenner, M.D., Ph.D., biochemist, computer whiz; the creator of numerous surgical and technical inventions currently in use today.  In the past, Dr. Steinbrenner had supervised the most delicate brain surgeries, as he had been head of neurological surgery at the University of Chicago.  

Dr. Steinbrenner had been awarded medical research grants by the National Institute of Health in Maryland.  There was no doubt that the doctor, several times over, was a genius, but Burgess thought that maybe the old guy had gone bats and was raving in his old age about his ability to computerize a person.  Still, one had to be impressed with Dr. Steinbrenner’s past accomplishments.  

Whitcomb was an old military man with a large barrel chest and the precise military bearing that went with the gray brush- cut hair and the large, red veined nose of a heavy whisky drinker.  Whitcomb’s hooded eyes, whose color remained a mystery because of heavy upper lids, which turned the eyes into permanent slits, were formidable.  Even Willard Modert, his able administrator, who now was tapping on Whitcomb’s office door, was leery of the man.

“What?”  Whitcomb barked at the small, nearly bald man who was nervously fidgeting like an anxious schoolboy in need of a potty break.

“Ivar Cousin called,” Willard Modert said.  “A tall skinny blond went into the tanning salon and didn’t come out.  The doctor put a ‘Closed’ sign in his window.  She’s been there for hours.”

“Tell Cousin and Stoner to follow her when she leaves.  Then post another surveillance team.”

Modert nodded and left.

In one way Burgess felt himself fortunate because if there was anything to the allegations, the government was not stinting.  He had free rein in the amount of personnel he wished to use.  First, of course, there had been the men assigned to Dr. Steinbrenner.  The problem was, Dr. Steinbrenner seemed to have become a recluse, not leaving his apartment for days on end.  Then there was the surprising development that the doctor had opened a tanning salon.  At first Burgess thought that surveillance would be a problem, but there seemed to be little doing in the tanning business.  The doctor tanned only a couple of people a day.  People came out of the salon tinted golden brown, and the doctor had filled out all the necessary city forms to open the business.  There was nothing illegal.  

One of the investigators, Ivar Cousin, had gone into the tanning salon yesterday morning and exited a spectacular bronze color.  He had managed to photograph the appointment book.

Of course, there was also surveillance on the two lawyers.  Background data collected to see if they were the ones mentally disordered, but they seemed to be upstanding citizens.  There was no aberrant behavior that the investigators could find.  The two womanized a lot, but did not seem too kinky, except that they traded back and forth.

The only recourse was to keep the old doc under surveillance.  The two lawyers later claimed that the human computer had died.  If there had been an experiment that had failed, there should be a body.  

The other possibility, preposterous as it seemed, was that there now was a person with a computer in his brain.  No one screened in the investigation had had evidence of brain surgery.  One would expect bandages or maybe a wig to cover the evidence.  

Burgess Whitcomb had even gone so far as to ask Hollywood agents, providing people with special high intelligence in the Los Angeles area for T.V.  game shows, to contact him if they found an exceptional genius.  He thought it was impossible that such a scheme would come up with anything, but Burgess was a genius himself.  At covering his ass.  No one would ever say he hadn’t capped all the bases.  And no one could have risen so high in the government from the military who was not constantly addicted to watching his behind.  

*     *     *     *     *
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There was proof the woman was not human, Sabrina thought as she watched the woman’s hand heal.  Except she bled bright red blood, not blue or yellow, which would have been more telling.

“Ferd said I was immune to viruses.  He was quite stimulated when he said I couldn’t catch the ‘common cold.’ His heart rate went up to ninety.  Evidently my hearing is also excellent.”

“Did Ferd say why he made you?”  Sabrina asked.

“To be a new offshoot of mankind and to obey.  But I’m not an offshoot of man.  I am a descendent of women.  You specifically.”

“Right,” Sabrina said, and smiled genuinely for the first time since waking up in the tanning salon.  “The concept that mankind came from women first is one that many find hard to accept.”

“Why?”

“It’s like the chicken and the egg.  Which came first.  One religion teaches that the first woman was made from a man’s rib.”

“The egg came first.  And I read about the rib.  It must be a myth because the theory does not seem very probable, although I had the capacity to be either man or women.  But Ferd had to use a whole person, not a rib, to make the body.”

“Tell me about your life.”

“Mine?   purpose is to be an offshoot.”

“I want to know all about you,” Sabrina said.  “But first let’s name you.”

“What will we name me?”

Sabrina had already decided on the name.  “Eve.”

“I understand.”

“You’re the first of your kind, Eve,” Sabrina said, and without thinking held up her tea cup for a toast.  

“I can smile, too,” Eve demonstrated with a big grin.  She looked very charming to Sabrina, even knowing she must resemble Eve when she smiled.

“But,” Eve continued, the smile instantly vanishing, “I don’t feel smiles.  Or sads.”

“No emotions?”  Sabrina asked.

“Ferd said I would function in a superior manner intellectually, since I do not have feelings or emotions.”

“You won’t have much fun,” Sabrina said.

“I don’t think I will have fun, either,” Eve stated flatly.  “And because my body is based on yours, the hormones necessary to make my body function will eventually affect the brain.”

It sounded like a dire event from Eve.

“Then you will have emotions?”

Eve nodded.  “Ferd said I was not a fail-safe experiment, but he could not make the body function without hormones.  He said eliminating peripheral pain receptors was easy, but making the body work without hormones was impossible.  So I am still experimental.  And unpredictable.  Of course, I am highly intelligent, so I will control myself if the hormones cause irrational instability in cognitive functioning.”

“I see.  Um...how old are you?”  Sabrina asked.

“I don’t know.  The first thing I remember was my bottle.  Ferd used it to give milk to me.  And he helped me learn to walk.  That was when I was falling down a lot.  When I was so large.  Then there was a blank time.  For a while I could not hear or see and that time is fuzzy, but I think it was after Ferd implanted the computer.  I remember Ferd talking to me.  He called me his Big Baby.  He played tapes.  The alphabet.  Words and spelling.  He also read to me.  I could make sounds, so I copied the word sounds and the alphabet.  Ferd also called me his ‘Computer Brain Baby.’ I like Eve better, though.  The fifth and twenty second letters of the alphabet.  Eve.”

She repeated the name several times, as though trying out the sound.

“Then what happened?”

“About 288 hours ago, twelve days, I could see.  First fuzzy light.  Then blurry colors.  Ferd kept talking about rods and cones and true colors.  Evidently I did not see correctly and distinctly because he had used hormones on me that damaged my eyes.  And made me large.  Now I see colors differently than just a few hours ago.  From the copy of your retina.  After I could see, I learned to read from a computer reading disc.  I read many books, three dictionaries and a set of Britannica Encyclopedias.  I don’t forget anything.  Ferd said he wanted me to fit in, so I had to study the way people walk and talk and act.  I watched lots of television.  I know it bothers you that I study you, but you are the first woman people, excuse me, person, I have met, so I have to research you.  I learned to blink just like you.  Each person blinks differently, so I thought I should learn yours.”

“I wondered about that.”

Eve gazed at Sabrina like a small child, looking straight at her without avoiding her eyes, totally without guile or self-consciousness.  Adults had the habit of glancing at people in the eye only for a second, but Eve had not learned that yet.  In a way it was kind of nice.  One would never get the feeling that Eve was trying to hide anything.  Or would lie.  It was also extremely disconcerting in an adult.

The chime connected to the lobby rang.

“That’s Mark.  My friend.  I want him to meet you,” Sabrina said.  She went into the hallway and pressed the Listen button.

“Mark is here, Sabrina.  Should I send him up?”

“Yes, Jack.  Thanks.”

Sabrina went back into the kitchen.  “Maybe I should have you answer the door, Eve, but I think he might faint.”

“Shock?   Surprise?  Trauma?”

“You’d knock his socks off,” Sabrina said, smiling.

“You’re being funny?”

“Yes.  Let’s both go to the door.”

Sabrina looked through the peephole.  She saw Mark glance anxiously at his watch.  Whether he was late for another date or just concerned about her emotional state, Sabrina could only guess.

Sabrina opened the door and Mark stepped inside, looking at Sabrina intently and leaning forward to kiss her.

“Hi, sweetie,” Mark said.  Then he saw Eve.

Mark stared for a second in shocked surprise.  “Hi.”

Eve said Hi to Mark and turned to Sabrina.  “His pulse went from 72 to 89.”

Sabrina looked at Mark with concern, who was looking with amazement at Eve.  His face did look white.

“You must be a relative of Sabrina’s, although I thought Sabrina was an orphan,” Mark said, smiling at Eve.

“I’m not a relative,” Eve said.  “I am copied, cloned, to Sabrina’s body.”

Sabrina thought Mark was probably as surprised by Eve’s lack of emotional affect when she spoke as he was to the content of her words.  She really did sound like a robot and she was almost too stiff looking to be human.  When she was not talking or deliberately moving, Eve was still as a rock, except for her eyes, which seemed to move independently and take in everything without blinking for minutes on end.

“Cloned?”

“You better sit down, Mark,” Sabrina said, leading him into the living room.

“Cloned?”  Mark repeated as he sat on the couch.

“I would look just like Eve, without all the trimmings,” Sabrina said to Mark.

“Trimmings?”  Eve asked.  She looked extremely alert.

“I mean fixing my hair and make-up,” Sabrina explained to Eve.  She sat down in a chair across from Mark.  Eve, watching Sabrina, sat down in another chair opposite the couch.

“I must learn trimmings,” Eve said.

Mark looked back and forth at the two women.  “Your voices are alike, too.  Stereophonic sound.”

“I’ll try to explain,” Sabrina said.  She told him about the toothpaste commercial and going to Ferd’s Tanning Salon.  Sabrina continued on about Eve and the men who intended to kill her.

Mark looked stupefied.

“Evidently Eve is an experiment and they used my body to make her.  But Eve’s brain is a computer.”

“They called it a chemical computer,” Eve said.  “Actually, part mechanical, too.”

Sabrina glanced at Mark, who was looking with a kind of dazed expression at Eve, who was again still as a statue.  She explained to Mark about Eve’s lack of emotions and physical sensations.

“This is a joke?”  Mark asked.

“At first I thought I was crazy.  But it’s all true.”

“I can’t believe it.”  Mark shook his head, looking back and forth.  “Is your hair that light?”  

Sabrina nodded and wondered what Mark thought of Eve’s white hair.  He surprised her by saying it was beautiful; like angel hair pasta, or spun sugar.  

Mark took a deep breath.  “It sounds like the Stepford Wives.  Or the mad scientist making Frankenstein.”  Then he turned to Eve, “No offense, Eve.  But it does sound rather fantastic.  Like that scary movie about pods from outer-space replacing people by duplicating them, killing them, and taking over the world.”

“Eve’s existence is proof that it’s true.”

“All I know for sure is that Eve looks exactly like you.”

Eve had been watching Sabrina and Mark “Would you like to see accelerated healing, Mark?  I will cut myself.  Or I can set myself on fire.”

Eve got up and started walking toward the kitchen.

Oh no, Sabrina thought, she’s going for the knife.  “No, Eve.  Come back and sit down.  I’ll tell Mark about it.”

Eve returned and sat down obediently.

Sabrina told Mark about the healing.  He looked at her dubiously.  

“Eve, do you have a mole on your right thigh, behind the knee?”  Mark asked.

“I don’t know.”  She started to unbutton the coat.

“No!” Mark said.

“Wait,” Sabrina said.  “Don’t take off the coat.  Just raise it up in back.”

Eve stood, pulled up the back of the coat and looked at her leg.  “It’s there.”  She turned around so Mark and Sabrina could see.

“Eve,” Mark said, “Do you mind if I touch your leg there?”

“No, Mark.  You can touch my leg there.”

Mark got up and walked to where Eve was standing, back toward him, and knelt down.  “I feel silly.”  He looked closely at the mole and touched it.  “It’s real,” he said and got up.  “Just like yours, Sabrina.”

Mark returned to the sofa frowning for a minute.  “What you are implying is very serious, Sabrina.  Maybe your mother had twins and the two of you were separated at birth.  I admit that the physical resemblance is totally uncanny.  Either you two are twins, or what you’re saying is true.  And if it is true, Eve is not just the six million dollar bionic man.  She must be worth billions.  And she could be very dangerous to you, Sabrina.  Whoever made her, if it’s truly true, will stop at nothing to get her back.  So it’s time to see her accelerated healing and any other tricks she can perform to make absolutely certain.”

“Mark,” Sabrina said quietly, “don’t you believe me?”

“I hope Eve is your twin.  The other alternative is too frightening to fool around with.”

“I don’t want her to cut herself again,” Sabrina said stubbornly.

“We have to know.  I don’t disbelieve you, but I want to be sure.”

Eve got up, went to the kitchen and came back holding the knife.  What Mark was doing was, to her, an implied command.  She had been made to obey.

“I have to cut deep, the body heals quickly,” Eve said.  She pushed up the sleeve of the coat.

“I don’t want to make you hurt yourself, Eve,” Mark frowned.

“I will cut the artery, so you know for sure.”

Sabrina jumped up to stop her and Mark yelled, ‘Wait!’ but Eve had already slashed her wrist twice, once horizontally and once vertically.  They were both shocked at the violence of the self-destructive action, as she slashed deeply and very quickly.  She hit the artery and blood spurted out of the slashed wrist twice, in time to her pulse, and splashed on the table in front of the couch.  The blood sprayed over books and magazines and several crystal figurines.

Mark shuddered and jumped up to help Eve, but the blood stopped pumping from Eve’s arm.  They watched as the skin flaps, which had been detached into four separate pieces, seemed to pull toward each other, then meet, and grow together before their eyes.

Sabrina felt tears running down her cheeks.

“You don’t have to feel sad emotions.  I’m not hurt.”

“Let’s wash off the blood.”  Sabrina walked with Eve into the kitchen.  On the way Eve staggered for a moment and almost fell.  Sabrina tried to grab her and help, but Eve straightened up and resumed moving stiffly to the sink.  When the blood was rinsed away there were only two small scars, which looked like they were being erased.  Mark had followed, and peered over their shoulders.

“I don’t believe it,” Mark said in wonder.

“It’s about time you started believing.”  Sabrina spoke tartly.  

“I’m sorry, Sabrina.  And Eve, I apologize.  Let’s sit down and figure out what to do.”

They all sat down silently at the kitchen table.  Eve got up and went to the refrigerator to drink syrup.  She appeared a little shaky.

“Eve, you said you could remember everything you read.  Will you start reciting from the dictionary?”  Sabrina asked.

Eve nodded.

“Wait.  Start from the letter Q.”

Eve nodded and started reciting, almost too quickly to understand, “Q.  Seventeenth letter.  Qu pronounced as Kw.  First word.  Quack.  Duck sound.  False professional practitioner.  Quadrangle.  Figure with four sides.....”

“Okay.”  Mark said, interrupting her when she got to Quirk.  “You can stop.  I’m going to order us a pizza.  I have to make a phone call.”

“The police?”  Sabrina asked.

Mark smiled, “No.  I’m going to cancel my plans for tonight.”

Sabrina took Eve into her bedroom and gave her a pink running suit to wear.  She didn’t want to hear Mark cancel his date.  Then she took Eve into the bathroom and showed her how to brush the tangles out of her hair.  

As Sabrina brushed her own hair, she noticed strange rusty flakes in the brush.  She leaned over the sink, threw her hair over it, and shook vigorously.  More brownish flakes.  Blood?

“You’re not hurt,” Eve said.  “Ferd did an EEG.  To test your brain waves.”

“How?”

“Tiny electrodes were attached to the epidermis of your scalp.  It doesn’t damage you.”

“With needles?”  

“Yes.  Tiny needles.”

Sabrina remembered her dream.  Evidently she had been partially awake, or at least conscious enough for her mind to incorporate a frightening occurrence into a dream.

When they went back into the living room, Mark had the pizza on the living room table and was watching a quiz show on television.  

As Eve took her first bite of pizza a look of total astonishment came over her face.  She closed her eyes and held the pizza in her mouth for a long time.  Sabrina heard her make a little noise from her throat, like she was supremely pleased.  She smiled at the pure look of bliss on Eve’s face.

The extent of Eve’s knowledge became apparent as they watched television.  She gravely answered questions on marine mammals, geography, physiology, playwrights and politics.  She was correct on every query except those dealing with modern language usage and the names of current rock groups.

“We could put you on the game shows and make a mint,” Mark commented.

Or put her in a food eating contest, Sabrina thought, watching Eve daintily devour her seventh piece of pizza.  

“Can I have more?”  Eve asked Sabrina.

Sabrina nodded and Mark mentioned that he could order another.  He had purchased a giant and it was rapidly disappearing.  They exchanged quizzical looks.

“I have a fast metabolism, identical to yours Sabrina, which requires lots of food.  I also have other biochemical processes, such as the healing, that require an abundance of calories.  In fact, Ferd said I might never grow up.  I mean age.  Get old.  So he was looking for a copy specimen that would not be aging.”

Sabrina had never considered herself a specimen and thought she had aged quite a bit in the last few years, but maybe someone as old as Ferd would not have noticed.  He had looked like he was in his early seventies.  Sabrina was twenty-eight, although she usually appeared younger than her chronological age.  And Eve, in Sabrina’s opinion, looked even younger because she did not have the little wrinkles one acquires through life.

“Either we have to pass you off as twins,” Mark said, “or make you look as different as possible.  Until the men who threatened to kill Sabrina have been dealt with.”

“Plastic surgery on Eve would be impossible.  She would heal as quickly as they tried to change her.”

“Safer to change Sabrina,” Eve said after as she swallowed a bite.  “If they tried to kill her, they would really be killing me, and that’s not so easy.”

“Maybe keeping us alike would be best,” Sabrina said.  “They would be afraid of terminating the wrong one.”

“No.  Too dangerous.  I would survive.  You wouldn’t, Sabrina.  I don’t know about bullets, though.  If enough damage was done, the body might not recuperate fast enough to live.  But that’s not important.”

“Yes it is,” Sabrina said.

“What do you want to do, Eve?”  Mark asked.  He took the T.V.  remote and turned off the sound.

“I don’t have wants.”

“What did Ferd tell you to do?”  Sabrina asked.

“Take care of the body.  Obey him.  Learn to act like a female human.  Don’t hurt any creature unless I am threatened.”

“Do you know if the things he told you were programmed into your brain?”  Mark asked.

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” Eve said.

“I don’t understand about Ferd’s connection to the men who wanted to kill me,” Sabrina said.

“He was angry at them for their intention to kill you.  They helped Ferd by furnishing the raw material to make me.”

“Could you recognize them?”  Mark asked.

“Yes.  By their voice prints.  I see them in my mind.  Like a pattern on a graph.  Those two men came and saw me once, but I didn’t look anything like Sabrina then.  And I didn’t bother to look at them.”

Mark was silent for a moment.  “Well, we’ll have to talk to Ferd right away.  Make him promise to protect Sabrina.”

“I really liked Ferd,” Sabrina commented.  “I never would have conceived he would dope me up, and keep me all day to make Eve.”

“I’ll go speak to him, right now,” Mark said.

Sabrina nodded and smiled at Mark, but she was thinking that her life would never be the same again.  People already wanted to kill her.  And even if the killers were neutralized somehow, Ferd would want to take her and Eve to scientific meetings all over the world.  Probably want blood and tissue samples from each of them.  They would be on constant scientific display.  

“Take me with you,” Eve said as she finished the last piece of pizza.  “I’ll be able to hear if Ferd is alone from the street.  Also, I can protect you.  The gun men might try to hurt you to find Sabrina and me.  I could physically render them incapable of violence.  Beat them up.”

Sabrina and Mark glanced at each other and cracked up at Eve’s obvious seriousness.  She looked very fragile.  The idea that Eve could hurt anyone seemed preposterous.  

Eve watched their laughter with interest.  She was not blinking.

Mark got himself under control first and looked at Eve, “You mentioned you watched a lot of television?”

“I’m much stronger than I look.  I need not hurt them badly.  Put them out of commission for a while.”  Eve wiped her hands daintily on a napkin.  “Then we would have time to figure out how to save Sabrina.  I know Ferd wants Sabrina alive, to prove scientifically that I’m copied to her and have a computer.  Since the other two men want her dead, they want me for another purpose.  Possibly something illegal.”

Mark got up and gave Sabrina a hug.  “Lock the door and bolt it, Sabrina.  Don’t let anyone in.”

Sabrina watched Mark and Eve walk to the elevators, staying behind the almost closed door, thinking, That’s what Mark and I look like together.  Pretty nice, even if I am taller.  Mark’s dark coloring, with his black curly hair and slightly hooked nose set off Eve’s delicate blond looks in an interesting contrast.  It set Sabrina’s mind to thinking that they would have beautiful babies.  She and Mark.  Not Eve and Mark.  She wondered if Eve could have children.  She would ask.  She didn’t think anything could embarrass Eve.  

Sabrina sighed and closed the door, feeling wistful and a little lonesome.  It was fun having someone around who looked like her and seemed to know what she was thinking.  Almost like having a real relative.  Ferd would probably want to take Eve back immediately.

*     *     *     *     *
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Jack, the doorman, seeing Eve and Mark together as the elevator landed in the lobby said, “Hi, Sabrina.  Mark.  You two going out tonight?”

“For a little while,” Mark said smiling at Jack.

Jack, who was in his early sixties, plump and bald, watched the couple walk to the garage elevators, slightly envious of their youth and good looks.  He enjoyed seeing happy young couples and it saddened him to see them this way.  Sabrina was not smiling and holding Mark’s arm.  She looked serious and different.  They must have had a terrible fight.  Jack watched them enter the elevator for the garage and clucked sadly to himself.

Mark drove in uncomfortable silence.  Every time he glanced at Eve, he saw her face immobile, no expression whatsoever, staring at him.  She had forgotten to blink and he did not know why, but her concentrated attention was making him nervous.  She watched every move he made and had no problem staring directly at his crotch.  

Mark kept reminding himself that this was actually happening, not a science fiction movie.  The person next to him might have been an alien from another planet for all her similarity to Sabrina.  She was just as beautiful, but inhuman and untouchable.  He thought the whole experience was eerie.  

Eve pointed out Ferd’s Tanning Salon and they parked directly across the street.  Mark turned off the motor and they sat silently looking at the darkened building.  Mark glanced around the street.  It was very quiet.  There were a couple of parked cars, but they looked unoccupied.

“Do you hear anything?”  Mark whispered.

“No.  But there’s light in Ferd’s living quarters above the tanning salon.”

Mark gazed up at the second story and could see faint light haloing the closed black curtains.  He had a nervous premonition that getting out of the car would be a bad mistake.  “Take my arm and act like you’re talking to me.”

Eve took Mark’s arm, holding his bicep with her hand.  He moved her arm so that it looped his in a more normal fashion and they walked to the corner and across the street.  They began moving toward the dark recessed doorway.  It was very cold and Mark shivered.  It might be nice not to have to feel hot or cold.  But maybe it would be lethal.  Eve could stay outdoors in sub-zero temperatures, unaware she was freezing to death.

Eve suddenly stopped dead, head cocked to one side.  Mark tried to pull her along.  Whatever she was made of, it was certainly heavier than Sabrina.  Tugging Eve was like was like trying to move a large, firmly rooted tree.

“Come on,” Mark whispered.

“They’re up there.”

“Who?”

“Ferd and the other two.”

“We’ll come back another time.”

Eve took hold of the door knob and twisted it.

As Mark asked, “Locked?”  he heard a crunching noise.  The doorknob broke off in Eve’s hand.  A shrill, excruciatingly loud alarm pierced his ears.

“Oh, no,” Mark moaned, but no one could have heard him.  

Eve walked into the darkened tanning salon, and was heading behind the front counter to a stairway beyond.
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CHAPTER 3
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Eve turned around at the top of the stairs, gesturing for Mark to stay back.  The door in front of her opened.  A triangle of light ran down the stairs and Mark jumped out of the way as the light slid toward him.  The alarm was still shrieking.  Mark saw a head peek out of the doorway, looking around tentatively, with a frightened expression.  The door opened wider silhouetting an old man with white hair like a cloudy halo around his bald domed head.  The head looked enormous on the fragile, thin body.  

Who’s there?”  The man shouted.  He looked around myopically until Eve moved directly in front of him.  A smile lit his face.  “My computer!”

The old guy was Ferd, Mark thought.  The man who had made Eve.

As Mark stood in the darkness at the bottom of the stairs he saw Ferd jerked out of the doorway.  Another man stood in front of Eve.  He was tall and stocky as a bear with dark, slick, wavy hair.  He had an enormous walrus-like mustache.  He grabbed Eve’s shoulder, pulled her into the room, and slammed the door.  Mark thought she must have let him do it, or else the guy was strong as an ox.

Mark walked uneasily up the stairs and knocked tentatively.  Nothing happened.  They couldn’t hear him over the wailing alarm.  Mark knocked harder and pushed on the door, leaning against it.  It flew open unexpectedly and he almost fell into the room, wind-milling his arms and legs forward to keep his balance.  He was halfway across a small living room before he could stop.  

Mark turned around and saw Ferd in the middle of two enormous dark men.  Both were frowning at him and appeared menacing and dangerous.  Especially as one of the men held what looked like a real gun.  Mark thought the two must be brothers.  They were burly and dark, with wide receding foreheads and beaked noses.  One had a walrus mustache and was a little taller.  The other had grey streaking his black hair and appeared a few years older than Walrus Mustache.  They made Ferd, standing between them, look like a dwarf.

No one could talk because the alarm was so piercing, so Mark tried to smile ingratiatingly, feeling utterly stupid.  They probably thought he had broken in.  No one would believe someone as fragile looking as Eve could have done it.  Now the gun was pointed directly at him, a unique and terrifying experience.  

The man with gray hair wiggled the barrel of the gun toward the sofa.  Mark obediently went and sat down.  He watched as Ferd and Walrus Mustache left the room to turn off the alarm.  Eve was standing still as a rock by the doorway, her eyes moving back and forth from the man with the gun to Mark.  Except for her eyes she could have been part of the furniture.  

Mark gazed around the small, sparsely furnished living room.  There was a high-backed couch and two comfortable flowered wing-back chairs on either side of a round coffee table.  Thousands of books lined all the walls on bookshelves from floor to ceiling.  The smell of old paper made Mark feel like sneezing and produced a dark claustrophobic aura.

Abruptly, the sound of silence was almost deafening.  Mark’s ears were ringing, trying to fill the sudden void.  The alarm had been turned off.  Mark started to stand up to explain what had happened to the gray haired man.  As he did so, he saw Eve moving with amazing swiftness.  The gray haired man had quickly pointed the gun at Mark, when he got up.  Eve’s movement across the room was so fast that she blurred.  She viciously kicked Gray Hair on his left shin.  

Mark heard a crunching noise, very much like the sound when Eve had twisted off the doorknob downstairs.  He almost wished the siren was on again when the large man screamed in agony.  Eve calmly kicked his other leg.  The man shrieked, ‘Help’ and collapsed.

She broke both of his legs, Mark thought, stunned.  Better than karate.  Then Eve kicked the hand that still held the gun and it flew across the nubby carpet and slid under the couch.  The other two would be back very soon, but he thought Eve could handle Walrus Mustache.  Still, it would be better if he got the gun in case there was some misunderstanding about the break-in.

The man Eve had kicked was writhing in agony in the fetal position, his arms protectively around his broken shin bones.  Mark felt sorry for him, he sounded so pathetic.  He was numb with shock at Eve’s ferocious behavior.

Mark heard Ferd and Gray Hair enter the room just as he knelt by the couch to get the gun.  He looked around.  Ferd was shaking his head in what looked like profound sorrow.  He turned to Eve, “I told you never to hurt anyone.”  He sounded like he was admonishing a child.

“He pointed the gun at Mark.”

I don’t believe it, Mark thought, scrabbling around for the gun.  She thought the gray haired man was going to shoot me and broke both of his legs.  It was unbelievable.  His fingertips finally touched cold hard metal.

Danger made Mark’s brain pessimistically active.  The alarm would have alerted the police and they would probably be arriving shortly.  That would be a disaster.  Breaking and entering, for one thing.  Then assault.  Breaking two legs would definitely be considered an attack.  He decided they should leave as quickly as possible.  Luckily, no shots had been fired, but you could count the kicks that Eve had made as an assault with a deadly weapon, even though she had misguidedly been trying to keep him from being shot.  

“We’ll be leaving now,” Mark said to Ferd, as he got up, guardedly holding the gun pointed down at the floor.  “We didn’t want to cause trouble.  We want your help in protecting the girl you cloned this computer to.  We’ll keep the computer, until you can prove that my friend will be safe.”

Ferd did not respond, he was looking at the man with the broken legs sadly, shaking his head.

“You can come with us, Ferd,” Mark said.  “These men might hurt you.  They wanted to kill my friend to keep the computer a secret.”

Mark started walking to the door, pointing the gun at Walrus Mustache, who was barring the way out.  They were separated only by the body of the man with broken legs, who was still lying on the floor and groaning.

“Move out of the way.”  Mark motioned with the gun.

“You can’t take the computer.”

Mark kept inching slowly toward the door, around the man lying on the floor.  He was surprised that Eve went along with him.  In a way, he had hoped he could leave her here.

“No bullets in that thing.”

Mark involuntarily looked at the gun, knowing even as he did so that he was making a serious mistake.  Walrus jumped toward Mark, chopping at the arm holding the gun.  Ferd was yelling, No, No, No, and waving his arms in agitation.

Mark didn’t even think of firing the gun, but it was apparent that Walrus was going to attack him, so he tried to protect himself by swinging the gun.  The man ducked sideways.  Mark tried to stop the arc and velocity of the heavy metal when he saw what was going to be happen.  It was impossible to avoid hitting Ferd, who was standing behind Walrus.  He heard a sickening crunch as the gun hit Ferd’s head.  Ferd crumpled to the floor.

“Oh, God.”  Mark looked down at the old guy.  “I am so sorry.”

The Walrus was now upon Mark and seemed to go berserk, punching Mark in the face and neck.  Luckily, the man was so blinded with fury that he was pretty ineffective, because he outweighed Mark by at least twenty pounds.  Mark stood there, unable to defend himself because of the horrible realization that he had accidentally pistol-whipped an old man.  

Eve ended it all by walking over and composedly kicking Walrus in the shin.  She had no expression on her face and showed no effort when she broke his leg.

Now there were three bodies on the floor.

“Should I break the other one?”  Eve asked Mark.

“No! Let’s get out of here.”  Mark hurried to the door and pulled it open.

“Wait,” Eve said.  “Ferd’s dying.”

The old man gasped, choked horribly, and then stopped breathing.  He was lying totally motionless.  Ferd’s face turned an unhealthy shade of grey and seemed to ooze perspiration.  Mark watched as Eve knelt beside Ferd and started mouth to mouth resuscitation.  Both of the men lying on the floor stopped groaning and watched Eve alertly.

“Dad?”  Walrus Mustache said.

Mark crouched down beside Eve and took hold of Ferd’s wrist to feel for a pulse.  Dad?   Was Ferd the father of these two thugs?  Mark held the fragile wrist and felt carefully, but he couldn’t discern a flutter of movement.  

Eve continued to work on Ferd.  She blew in his mouth for a couple of minutes and then started thumping on his chest.  Mark was afraid for the old guy when Eve started the thumping.  Now he knew how strong she was.  He remembered laughing when Eve said she would put the thugs out of commission.

“I haven’t done this before, Mark,” Eve said.  “But I read about it.”

Great, Mark thought.  This whole incident was a total fiasco.  He should have stayed in the car.  They would probably be in jail soon.

“You’re going to kill him,” Walrus Mustache said angrily.

“I’m being very careful.”  Eve started blowing in Ferd’s mouth again.

Ferd finally gasped and started breathing.  Eve thumped on his chest a few more times.  Ferd’s face was suddenly suffused with a rosy glow.  Even the top of his bald head turned a bright pink.  He blinked a few times, looking dazed.

“I think he’ll be all right, but he should go to a doctor,” Eve said.  “That was a cardiac arrest.  Now we should go, Mark.  The police are coming.”

“How do you know?”  Mark wasn’t surprised.  This situation had turned into a nightmare.

“Sirens.  About a mile away, I think.”  

Mark listened, but all he could hear was the men on the floor moaning.  He decided to take her word for it.  If they were a mile away, he and Eve might be able to get to the car and leave before the police arrived.  He thought momentarily about taking Ferd with them, but the police could get Ferd help faster, anyway.
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